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ABSTRACT
The research explored the perceptions of effective communication with parents in
suburban and urban school districts from the perspective of the school principals. To
achieve this purpose, the study was guided by five research questions: 1) What are the
principals’ perceptions of effective communication with parents?; What are principals’
perceptions of effective strategies of school-home communication?; How does a
principal’s perception of effective communication influence the strategies
implemented to communicate with parents?; How does the cultural context of a school
setting affect principals’ perceptions of school-home communication?; and What are
the barriers that may obstruct effective communication between principals and
families? The data was collected from interviews and the archive. Interviews were
conducted with five principals, one assistant superintendent, and three
superintendents. The interviews were transcribed and analyzed. This data identified
themes and categories of communication implemented in each school district. These
themes and categories helped identify the similarities and dissimilarities of
communication strategies and methods utilized by the principals. The study provided
an explicit outline of an effective school-home communication system established on
clear definitions and specific goals. The data also identified a set of effective
communication strategies, methods, barriers, and ways to overcome such barriers.
The findings will be useful in understanding the convergence and divergence of the
principals’ perceptions from the two different types of school districts regarding
effective school-home communication. Finally, the study presented a new insight of
school principals regarding the lack of parental engagement in high schools.
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INTRODUCTION
Statement of the Problem
Despite an increased interest in school-home communication, it is surprising
that so little empirical research has examined the role of school leaders in enhancing
school-home communication. Porterfield and Carnes (2014) contend that reframing
schools has always focused on teaching and learning processes without paying
attention to communicating with the stakeholders. Porterfield and Carnes have judged
that school principals, vice principals, and superintendents are behind in
communication and building relationships compared to their colleagues in leadership
positions in industry. To lead and manage positive educational reforms, school
leaders need to be effective communicators (Kowalski, Petersen, & Fusarelli, 2007).
Many studies also investigated the topic of communication focused on
teachers, students, and parents and their perspectives about school-home interaction
with little, or almost no, attention to the principals’ perceptions. Though, as Patricia
Neudecker stated in the foreword of Porterfield and Carnes (2008), “from school
boards to superintendents, to administrators, teachers, staff, students, parents, and
community members, everyone shares the responsibility and the benefits of effective
communication” (p. ix & x). However, empirical studies designed to investigate the
principals’ perceptions of school-home communication have been limited.
Additionally, current research does not provide enough evidence of how
principals adapt school policies and communication strategies to align with the social
and cultural needs of school populations. Research shows that school principals who
are aware of parents’ cultural and social backgrounds communicate more effectively.
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Racial, cultural, social, and linguistic diversity brings challenges to community
organizations in general and schools in particular to meet the needs of its population
based on the cultural and social context (HHS strategic plan: Fiscal years 2014-2018).
“Effective parent communication needs to respond to the cultural traits and values of
ethnic populations” (Barrera & Warner, 2006, p. 74). Suburban and urban schools
face different types of challenges because they differ in terms of the socioeconomic,
cultural, racial, and ethnic diversity of the student body (Howard, 2001; Jacob, 2007;
Milner & Tenore, 2010).
This research investigated the concept of effective communication as perceived
by school leaders rather than other stakeholders such as parents, students, or school
community partners. The collected data was also analyzed to determine the impact of
social and cultural contexts in both school settings, suburban and urban, on schoolhome communication policies and strategies. “Communication takes place in a
socially and culturally formed world that in turn makes it possible, so that
communication and culture constitute each other” (Barker, 2004, p. 31).
Purpose and Significance of the Study
The purpose of this study was to investigate the perceptions of effective
communication with parents in suburban and urban schools from the perspective of
school principals. This study’s output can be an essential resource for the directors of
educational leadership programs for designing communication course studies based on
social and cultural difference competency. Thus, the findings may result in
developing a learning paradigm in K-12 educational leadership programs that may
enhance school-home communication and improve the quality of leadership programs
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in colleges. Salacuse (2005) assured that “communication is fundamental to building
relationships and therefore to the ability to lead. Indeed, leadership could not exist
without communication” (p. 23).
Moreover, the research findings may help professional development directors
and superintendents design professional development platforms that aim to raise the
principals' awareness of the school district culture for improved communication with
parents. Findings can help urban school principals describe their practices for
effective communication with families of diverse ethnic, socioeconomic, social, and
cultural backgrounds. Brown (2009) emphasized that effective parent-involvement
programs should include “a communication system that stresses culturally appropriate
contact between parents and teachers” (p. 127). Thus, the findings may also be of
interest to other school principals who lead schools of a similarly diverse population.
The findings have also revealed principals’ practices when communicating with
parents of homogeneous social structure in suburban areas. The results may also
contribute to the field of social justice by emphasizing the right of every parent to
receive equal opportunities to communicate with the school in a way that applies to
his/her linguistic, social, and cultural background.
Major Assumptions
Homogeneity of the suburban inhabitants and heterogeneity of the urban
population is a primary assumption of this study. The recent figures show that White
residents are mainly dominating the population of many American suburbs to the
extent it is described as “homogenous havens” for Whites (Checkoway, Lipa, Vivyan,
& Zurvalec, 2017; Hanlon, Vicino, & Short, 2006; Orfield, 2013). On the other side,
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the heterogeneous population of urban areas became a symbol of the great diversity of
urban territories regarding ethnicity, language, culture, and socioeconomic status.
According to Cornbleth (2010), urban schools typically have higher proportions of
students identified as African Americans, Hispanics, and Native Americans. Urban
schools also have more impoverished families and fewer resources than suburban
schools, and more students in urban schools are non-native English speakers. In light
of such an assumption, this case study investigated the influence of cultural and social
contexts on school-home communication patterns and trends in suburban vs. urban
school districts.
Constructs of Interest
The study explored the relationship between two primary constructs: the social
and cultural context and communication strategies. Ho, Hung, and Chen (2013) have
defined school-home communication as “a process that exchanges information to
develop consensus, coordinate action, fulfill stakeholder needs, and achieve effective
learning goals” (p. 106). The literature has many definitions of the culture concept.
According to Glenn (2004), culture refers to social behavior patterns transmitted from
one generation to another. Glenn adds that the product of social behavior also
constitutes the cultural practices in similar environments.
Culture may refer to the attitudes, beliefs, norms, roles, and values that a group
of people of the same language or geographical area share (Triandis, 1996). Suburban
and urban areas differ in terms of populations’ social, cultural, racial, and
socioeconomic backgrounds. In schools, communication styles differ based on
cultural differences, school stakeholders’ expectations, and parents’ views on
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educating their children (Moles, 1999). According to Moles (1999), parents are not a
homogeneous group; they differ according to “social class, language, traditions,
ethnocultural backgrounds, and family type (e.g., single parent, blended family) (p.
14). Accordingly, schools are required to implement numerous communication styles
to meet parents’ social and cultural differences and avoid discontinuity between school
and home. Thus, the study investigated how principals’ perspectives and practices
differ when communicating with parents of two different geographical areas: suburban
and urban school districts.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
This chapter will provide a synopsis of the literature on the topic of schoolhome communication. The literature body will also cover effective communication,
parental involvement, and the diversity of schools’ population and communities,
focusing on suburban vs. urban school settings. Merriam (1998) suggests that novice
researchers should write a literature review to conceptualize their research and
construct a theoretical framework.
The first section will explore the concept of school-home communication and
the school leaders’ role in promoting effective communication to enhance students’
achievement. The second part examines the concept of effective communication
while focusing on the most common communication methods that have recently
gained popularity. This section investigates the literature that examined new
technology utilized in the 20th and 21st centuries to enhance communication between
the school and its community. This part of the literature review also explores a good
range of traditional and digital communication platforms that schools have been
utilizing to communicate with parents.
The third segment will reflect on the parent-involvement effect on student
success. Parental engagement has been proven to build a robust school-home
partnership and encourage students’ academic progress. The fourth section focuses on
the distinction between student body attending suburban versus urban schools,
especially in Rhode Island (RI), where this research was conducted.
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School-home Communication
Effective school-home communication is an essential component in
educational organizations that seek improvement (DuFour & Eaker, 1998). School
personnel who maintain effective communication help create the relational bond
among parents, teachers, staff, and principals, which encourages cooperation between
school and home to achieve common educational goals for students (Grant, 2011;
Joshi, Eberly, & Konzal, 2005; Thompson & Raikes, 2007). Frequent school-home
communication provides a positive student attitude and a positive learning
environment where parents become the school’s partners to enhance children’s
academic and non-academic outcomes (Fan & Chen, 2001; Joshi et al., 2005).
“Communication is in the heart of the family-school relationship” (Bouffard, 2008, p.
1). Before examining the concept of school-home communication, it would be helpful
to start with a clear definition and the desired goal of such a concept.
School-home communication can be defined as “a process that exchanges
information to develop consensus, coordinate action, fulfill stakeholder needs, and
achieve effective learning goals” (Ho et al., 2013, p. 106). This definition is
highlighted in this review because it emphasizes a two-way communication process
rather than one-way communication. That is, school and home are actively giving and
receiving information. Accordingly, the roles of sending and receiving are expected to
shift between school and home as needed. Joshi et al. (2005) noted that two-way
communication encourages parents to talk to teachers about their children and their
culture. As a result, two-way communication makes parents feel that their opinions
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and feedback are valued. Thus, two-way communication ensures that parents’
feedback is reflected in educating their children.
In addition, the National Parent Teacher Association (National PTA) stated in
its first standard that “communication between home and school is regular, two-way,
and meaningful” (National PTA, 1997, p. 6). The National PTA (1997) refers to
communication as “the foundation of a solid partnership” (p. 11). Thus, many
definitions of school-home communication have emphasized the substantial role of
communication in establishing a strong link between schools and parents.
The ultimate goal of school-home communication is the student’s good with
particular attention to the students of socioeconomic challenges (Johnson, 2013).
“Policymakers and practitioners agree that parent involvement in elementary
education, defined broadly as parents’ activities and behaviors related to children’s
schooling, enhances the academic, socioemotional, and behavioral outcomes of lowincome students who are at risk for poor achievement” (McCormick, Cappella,
O'Connor, & McClowry, 2013, p. 277). Joshi et al. (2005) contended that school and
home share the responsibility of educating children. Accordingly, teachers and
parents need to work collaboratively toward the same goal. Kotter (1996) explained
that the ultimate goal of creating relationships is to get all stakeholders in collaborative
work. “It is well accepted in the field of home-school relations and child development
that parents and teachers must work together to build common expectations and to
support student learning” (Joshi, et al., 2005, p. 11). Schools that develop a consistent
communication system nurture greater parental interest in school activities (Joshi, et
al., 2005).

8

Supporting student learning and promoting parental engagement require
schools to build partnerships with parents through developing substantial school-home
communication opportunities (Graham-Clay, 2005). “Without communication …
there is no communication and hence no relationship” (Barret, 2006, p. 399). Many
educational research studies point out the operative impact of parent involvement on
student achievement (Hiatt, 1994). “Students’ test scores suggest that schools are
more effective when families and schools work together with the student on basic
skills” (Epstein, 2011, p. 39). When schools communicate with home effectively and
frequently, student academic achievement increases (Moore, 2015). For example,
Henderson and Mapp’s (2002) study found that students’ academic outcomes of
literacy and math improved due to good communication between teachers and parents.
Davern (2004) also concluded that “positive connections with families are
fundamental to providing a high-quality education for children” (p. 27). So, school
professionals need to study how to establish effective communication with parents and
community partners.
Besides, there is a positive relationship between school-home communication
and non-academic outcomes. For example, McNeal (2012) suggests that when schoolhome contact occurs as a reaction to student’s problematic behavior at school, positive
results of children’s behaviors are evident. The available literature shows that parent
involvement can enhance parent and student satisfaction with the school, decrease
students’ discipline problems, and promote students’ positive attitudes (Hiatt-Michael,
2001; Lewis, 1993). Empirical studies show that students’ attendance, behavior,
attitudes, and graduation rates improve while chronic absence and drop-out rates
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decrease due to frequent, regular communication with students’ families (Epstein,
2001, 2011; Epstein & Sheldon, 2002; Fan & Chen, 2001). Educators have also
utilized effective communication with students as a method to manage the classroom
and discipline children. Effective communication between teachers and students
would help teachers understand students’ behavior and see their behavior objectively
(Overman, 1979). For example, Overman suggested developing a dialogue with the
student to generate a channel of communication that may help discipline students.
Barton and Coley (2009) identified three clusters of factors that have been
emphasized through research to impact student achievement: school factors, school
and home connection factors, and before and beyond school factors. Barton and Coley
explained that school factors include curriculum rigor, teacher preparation and
experience, class size, availability of technology, and school safety. Home and school
connection factors focus on parents’ participation. Before and beyond school factors
refer to the change of the school population, parents’ low economic status, parentpupil ratio, and environmental risks. Effective communication between school and
home usually results in positive school-home partnerships, discipline problem-solving,
and student performance progress. Thus, school leaders are required to create and
adjust communication programs to meet parents’ needs and respect the diversity of
families (Comer & Haynes, 1991). Research has supported the idea that school-home
communication would increase parental involvement, leading, in turn, to higher
scholastic achievement (Epstein et al., 2009; Henderson & Mapp 2002). Additional
research explained that genuine parent involvement includes embracing parents in all
the school aspects and the decision-making process (Mandell & Murray, 2009). The
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importance of families playing an active role in student education has also been well
documented (Henderson & Mapp, 2002).
School-home Communication and Educational Leaders
For schools to operate effectively, communication among stakeholders is
necessary. Like many other professions, communication methods and strategies are
instrumental in creating a welcoming and productive learning environment. A set of
norms, commitment, trust, accountability, and communication are the elements of
effective leadership capacity in every change and development processes (Eikenberry,
2007). Thus, school administrators need to develop a sustainable plan for
communication with families. Effective leadership should utilize various methods and
strategies to ensure parental engagement in the children’s learning when reaching out
to parents. School executives have to plan and implement programs such as town hall
meetings and focus groups to ensure school-home communication quality (Howlett,
1993). Besides, Heath, Maghrabi, and Carr (2015) emphasized the principals’ impact
on shaping teachers’ and staff’s perceptions toward parents.
Barrett (2006) describes leadership communication as “emotional intelligence,
cultural literacy, listening, managing teams and meeting, and coaching and
monitoring” (p. 389). Emotional intelligence is defined as “the capacity to understand
one’s own emotions and those of other people” (Barret, 2006, p. 395). Effective
communication lasts when leaders maintain improved emotional intelligence. Barret
explains that leaders communicate effectively when they have well understanding of
the audience established on increased awareness of the audience’s cultural
backgrounds. Barret assures the importance of understanding the cross-cultural
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differences to interact effectively with people. Accordingly, improved awareness of
the audience’s culture helps leaders and organizations to avoid cultural misperception.
Barret (2006) contends that the more diverse the stakeholders are, the more
complicated communication strategies are required. According to Barret, leaders in
higher levels of organizational leadership need to develop high corporate level
communication skills.
The perception of communication within educational organizations is a vital
element in leadership. For school leaders, the first component of communication is
being able to listen. Hiatt-Michael (2001) has described effective educational leaders
as those who listen to parents’ voice, which can be very powerful. Hiatt-Michael
added that school leaders must listen to parents’ voice and understand their desires
though he admits that school leaders cannot respond to every parent’s desire.
Effective communication involves listing attentively to parents (Stinger, 2008).
Listening well has distinguished the best leaders, attributed to them by taking the time
to attune to the others’ feelings. They also ask questions to better understand the
background of the person’s situation (Goleman, 2006). Barret (2006) explained that
listening requires “greater attention to hearing what others say, not simply what we
think we hear them say” (p. 391).
Porterfield and Carnes (2014) suggested that school leaders should use
communication to build bridges and linkages with parents. They also argued that the
relationship between school and home is beneficial to identify what parents need.
Porterfield and Carnes warn school leaders of using communication tools such as
newsletters, school websites, blogs, and text messages to keep people out. In other
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words, school leaders may use many ways of communication to merely spread
information and make people happy without providing or encouraging a platform for a
two-way communication process. By doing this, school leaders keep stakeholders
away from schools in the sense that “communication becomes the buffer between
leadership and the stakeholders” (Porterfield & Carnes, 2014, p. 11). Thus, school
leaders need to apply communication strategies that promote a two-way constant
interaction process.
Empirical Research
Porterfield and Carnes (2008) put three crucial assumptions of effective
leadership: personal qualities, skills, and motivation. Porterfield and Carnes assumed
that integrity is a key personal quality, cooperation and collaboration are fundamental
skills, and high-quality communication in daily interaction is substantial to motivating
collaboration. Porterfield and Carnes (2008) suggested that “leaders need to be
relationship builders, careful listeners, truth-tellers, risk-takers, and storytellers” (p.
24).
Flynn and Nolan (2008) did one of the most relevant studies related to school
principals’ perceptions of parent-teacher relation and how schools support teachers
and parents to communicate effectively in elementary, middle, and high schools.
Participants who responded to the research questionnaire included 144 principals of
elementary, middle, and high schools in Nassau and Suffolk Counties.
The study showed that parent involvement in school activities was
significantly different at each level of school. However, “no significant differences
were found between principal’s perceptions of elementary and middle school parent
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involvement” (Flynn & Nolan, 2008, p. 178). The study showed a significant decline
concerning parent engagement from elementary through high school. Based on the
school administrators’ perceptions of Flynn and Nolan’s study, seventy-seven percent
(77%) of elementary teachers communicate effectively with parents, compared to
fifty-nine percent (59%) in middle schools and thirty-six (36%) in high schools. The
study justified the low level of parents’ participation in middle and high schools
because both parents and teachers do not understand the importance of parent
involvement. The study also reported that teachers lack confidence and consider
parents as a threat to their authority. A third reason was reported reflecting the
parents’ negative experience of communicating with teachers. The research
recommended training the teachers during preservice and in-service programs to
communicate effectively with parents.
Mandell and Murray’s (2009) empirical study investigated school
administrators’ understanding and use of family-centered practices to involve families
and provide staff and parents with training to build a collaborative school-home
partnership. Family-centered services, as Mandell and Murray (2009) defined, are a
group of “beliefs, practices, and services that support parent-professional partnerships
within the context of serving diverse groups of children” (p. 17). The study
demonstrated that administrators with more understanding of the family-centered
practices are more aware of their role to support teachers in interacting with families
and preparing parents to participate in children’s education. Family-centered practices
include creating opportunities for families to be active participants such as parent
support groups, home visits, family representatives in school councils, and
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volunteering in school events. Such practices may also include providing emotional
and educational support to families. Administrators of a comprehensive understanding
of the family-centered concept guided staff and parents to acquire the necessary skills
to build a school-home partnership. This group of administrators has shown more
awareness of the leadership role of supporting professionals and families to participate
in collaborative partnerships. On the contrary, administrators with limited
understanding of the family-centered practices could not lead educators nor families to
build a school-home partnership. These administrators did not recognize their
leadership role in preparing families to be active partners in children’s education.
Shriberg et al.’s (2012) research found that the district must identify barriers
that exist when trying to improve parent and community involvement. The first step
was to create a leadership group consisting of the building principal, teachers, parents,
and community members to identify the school stakeholders’ needs and vision. Next,
team members created and conducted a parent survey. Once the survey was
completed, the school leadership group held meetings with the parents to get more
information about their concerns. These meetings not only gave the team valuable
insight, but they also showed parents that they were important members of the school
community. Finally, team members analyzed the information collected through the
survey and stakeholder meetings to determine the topics and activities valued by the
respondents. Team members and stakeholder groups found out some barriers and the
team started to work in collaborative groups to create solutions for those problems
(Shriberg et al., 2012). Along with surveying parents to determine their needs and
establishing a committee to close that gap, the National Education Association (NEA)
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suggested offering partnering skills training for parents and community members. The
NEA (2008) also suggested providing parents with clear and distinct information and
reasoning for the district policies and procedures. Finally, NEA (2008) directed
schools to collaborate with higher education institutions to provide training for
teachers and parents. It is also essential to continuously reevaluate the family and
community involvement program (Van Roekel, 2008).
Barrera and Warner (2006) emphasized that school principals need to be aware
of the miscommunication that may happen when parents speak a language other than
English. Miscommunication problems can be avoided when some of the school
personnel are bilingual. Avoiding educational jargon is also recommended when
communicating with parents to prevent misunderstanding. So, Porterfield and Carnes
(2014) emphasized that school leaders need to gather all the information about the
stakeholders they serve to create a strong relationship. In this case, knowing about
parents’ cultural and social backgrounds is a priority to build a robust partnership
between school and home.
Summary
The literature emphasized the school administrators’ vital role in promoting
and maintaining effective communication strategies. High-quality communication
happens when school leaders develop a framework of carefully planned, sustainable
communication and consider the diversity of the school community (Porterfield &
Carnes, 2014). There is little literature that addressed effective school leadership
qualities and concluded that communication is a central part of school leadership. The
literature also demonstrated that effective communication is not about merely sending
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very well-designed colored brochures, newsletters, or e-mails. For example, before
sending a message to the parent, school principals and superintendents should consider
what parents would like to hear and what is important for them as they cooperate with
the school to improve the children’s outcomes.
Empirical studies emphasized that communication is a critical element of the
school-home relationship. Many studies have shown that effective communication
increases parent involvement, which positively impacts students’ achievements. A
few studies investigated the school principals’ perceptions about the parent-teacher
relationship and how principals facilitate communication between teachers and
parents. The research has identified several barriers that may obstruct effective
communication with parents. However, more empirical studies are required to support
the results of the little existing research.
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Effective Communication
Effective communication is an important segment of successful school
leadership (Finch, Gregson, & Faulkner, 1992). Howlett (1993) defined effective
communication as “the ability to galvanize support, motivate people and persuade
them to endorse and actively lobby for or against an action or issue” (para. 1).
Thomson (1993) has encouraged school principals to maintain effective
communication that flows and travels in a multitude of directions to a variety of
individuals inside and outside the school. According to Thomson (1993), the internal
community includes teachers, staff, and students while the external community
includes parents and the school community. Tubbs and Moss (1994) described
effective communication as the interaction that assures information implies the same
meaning to the sender and the recipient.
Barret (2006) defines communication as “the transmission of meaning from
one person to another or to many people, whether verbally or non-verbally” (p. 385).
Barret assures that leaders lead and accomplish much through effective
communication. Barret further adds that effective communication enables leaders to
launch a partnership with people to get things done. According to Barret (2006)
effective communication is the opposite of miscommunication. Barret sets a simple
communication triangle consisting of the sender, the message, and the receiver. So,
when the sender understands the context, chooses the medium carefully, and sends a
clear message to the receiver, there will be no misunderstanding (Barret, 2006).
Communication occurs, according to Beattie and Ellis (2014), “when an
organism (the transmitter) encodes information into a signal which passes to another
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organism (the receiver) which decodes the signal and is capable of responding
appropriately” (p. 3). Similarly, Constantino (2003) assured that meaningful
communication consists of three parts: a sender, a message, and a recipient.
According to Constantino (2003), educators and parents serve as both the senders and
the receivers concerning the conversation in a school setting. From the parents’
perspective, the message is always about student achievement and related topics such
as career goals and mastery of learning objectives. Thus, Barret (2006), Beattie and
Ellis (2014), and Constantino (2003) almost agree on three components of
communication.
Graham-Clay (2005) classified school-home communication into two
communication patterns: one-way and two-way. Every communication pattern
includes several effective communication strategies that teachers have used to
establish strong communication with parents to support students' learning.
Stakeholders communicate with schools for a great goal, the success of the students.
Based on such a goal, school-home communication has to occur regularly, frequently,
and preferably in a two-way pattern (Constantino, 2003).
Graham-Clay (2005) explained the two-way communication pattern takes
place when teachers create an interactive dialogue with parents during open houses,
parent-teacher conferences, telephone calls, or home visits. For example, the parentteacher conference can create an effective dialogue with parents, especially if focused
on what is working with the student rather than what is not working in the school.
Also, teachers who use phone calls to communicate with parents would gain clear
information about the students’ lives. So, Ramirez (2002) suggested that phone calls
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can be implemented to make one positive comment about the student. As a high
school teacher, Ramirez assured that it was easily doable to call the families of 160
students during the prep period. These communication methods may be more
effective than written communication because they create two-way communication
channels, especially when teachers and parents share academic and behavioral
concerns about the student.
School leaders who implement a two-way communication model would allow
parents to have a voice in their children’s education (Pankake, Stewart, & Winn,
1990). In two-way communication, collaboration, cooperation, and commitment will
continue and improve. Such communication can occur between individuals or through
a medium like Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs).
However, the one-way communication pattern can be useful when the goal of
communication is to disseminate information to parents and the school community.
Expressed communication, according to Graham-Clay (2005), can take the shape of
one-way communication that takes place when the school communicates events and
activities to parents through written communication forms such as newsletters, report
cards, or school websites. The school personnel may communicate with parents in a
one-way pattern to keep parents and guardians informed about child’s day such as
daily participation, homework and assignments, events and projects, health concerns,
and academic performance (Davern, 2004).
Cox-Petersen (2011) explained that effective communication could build a
school-home relationship utilizing formal and informal interaction channels. CoxPetersen assured that formal and informal communication is indispensable to reach the
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optimum collaboration between school and home for the benefit of students’
achievement. First, formal communication includes meetings and events, school
handbook, monthly classroom newsletters, back to school night, parent-teacher
conferences, mail messages, and website postings. These formal communication
methods are important but may not always be sufficient. For example, a parentteacher conference is often one-way communication while it needs to be a discussion,
a two-way pattern. Second, informal communication may make families feel
comfortable when entering the school grounds and the classroom door. Accordingly,
informal messages, phone calls, celebrations, personal ceremonies, and potlucks are
recommended to increase familiarity and potentially more profound communication.
These communication strategies also provide a chance for informal talk and gathering
personal data about the children’s cultural backgrounds.
Traditional Communication
As more methods of communication emerged, researchers started to examine
the effectiveness of the new communication tools. Pankake et al. (1990) found that a
phone call is more valued than a letter because the communicating parties can speak to
each other directly and thus hear the emotion in the conversation. Also, Pankake et al.
emphasized that in-person communication is considered the most valued way to
communicate. Although in-person and face-to-face communication can be used
interchangeably, they are two different methods of communication. The first requires
the physical presence of both communicators in the same place. However, face-toface real-time communication may occur through distances using the technological
means of communication, such as FaceTime and Skype (Goodall, 2016).
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Adkins et al. (2004) concluded that the message’s nature determines the
communication method to be utilized. The study found that parents prefer in-person
communication when discussing issues that need collaborative problem-solving
between teachers and parents. Adkins et al.’s findings are similar to Bouffard’s (2008)
national study that found parents communicate with schools using communication
methods other than internet-based communication when students experience academic
problems. At the same time, parents prefer the internet as a medium of
communication to receive homework and assignments’ notifications. The literature
also highlights the importance of applying varied communication methods because
each parent has a communication preference.
Graham-Clay (2005) stated that written communication tools are effective
when implemented adequately. For example, newsletters can be an effective
communication tool when written in everyday language, with no grammar or spelling
mistakes, and good paper quality. Teachers have utilized school-to-home notebooks
for daily communication with parents, especially with students of special needs. For
example, report cards have been used to inform parents about their children’s
academic progress, strengths and weaknesses, and social developments. Report cards
can be effective when they are easily understood and when it is coupled with parentteacher conferences.
Grande (2004) presented home-literacy bags as a creative means of
communication through an intervention project in a suburban elementary school in
New York. A home-literacy bag is an informative tool that includes academic
standards, activities, materials, and ideas that parents would use to help kids enhance
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their literacy at home. Parents were also provided with explicit instructions on how to
use the literacy bag. The project was initially piloted with four first-grade classrooms
before presented to five classrooms of second and third grades in the same school.
The project concluded that the home-literacy bag was an “effective tool to
communicate grade-level expectations to parents” (Grande, 2004, p. 125). Although
the written communication process seems to be old-fashioned after the revolution of
digital communication, written communication tools have been dominating schoolhome communication for decades. Thus, Grande’s (2004) study indicated that written
communication is still an effective means of communication. For example, schools
are still sending newsletters quarterly or monthly.
Communication and Technology
With the advancement of technology, especially in 1992 when smartphones
were introduced, followed by portable devices such as Tablets and iPads,
communication through technological means became substantial (Goodall, 2016).
Nowadays, ninety-six percent (96%) of the American population own smartphones
(Demographics of internet and home broadband usage in the United States, 2020). By
the year 2000, digital communication became increasingly popular in the USA. Pew
Research Center has documented that almost fifty percent (50%) of the US adults were
using the internet to communicate with one another and conduct their daily lives.
Both e-mail and school-created websites were seen as attractive ways for the school
community to spread information. These methods became widespread due to their
ease of use, ability to save time, coverage of broad audiences at a time.
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Communication technology allows schools and parents to communicate at times that
are convenient to both (Ho, et al., 2013).
However, in-person contact, which was valued in previous decades, was not
found in electronic communication. Critics began to argue that specific cultural
contexts and norms, assumptions, and shared symbols were not expressed in these
digital forms of communication (Leonard, Pakdil, & Van Scotter, 2009). Early
technological tools such as e-mails, websites, and text messages were criticized for the
lack of tone, body language, and eye contact, which may have sometimes caused a
misunderstanding of the message (Mazza, 2013). However, evidence points to an
ongoing increase in communication via technology, making it essential for school
community members to create face-to-face contact opportunities (Al-Hawamdeh, Lee,
& Mei, 2004). Technology made school-home communication easy and timeefficient. Also, newer technology applications such as Skype and FaceTime could
overcome some of these barriers by providing face-to-face communication through far
distances.
Information and Communication Technology (ICT). Heath et al. (2015)
conducted a multi-case qualitative study to understand the impact of ICT on schoolhome communication. The researchers introduced the technology disequilibrium as a
potential reason for widening the socioeconomic gaps in social systems. Technology
disequilibrium refers to the differences between adept and new technology users. For
example, early adopters of the technology usually have higher social status, more
significant financial resources, and higher degrees than other users. Accordingly, the
researchers emphasized the importance of understanding the role of technology in
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facilitating or inhibiting effective communication. The study also sought a better
understanding of the alignment of ICTs preferences between parents and principals.
That is, principals may communicate with parents using specific ICT tools that parents
do not prefer. School principals may also be competent technology users while
parents need training for using the ICTs that schools implement when communicating
to parents. The research referred to the diversity of ICTs tools as a potential solution
to the greatest possible efficacy of communication. The available literature indicates
that ICTs consist of multiple communication tools that may better serve the diversity
of parents and their preferences regarding the appropriate method of digital
communication.
Heath et al. (2015) combined the two-way symmetrical communications and
diffusion innovation process to construct the study’s theoretical framework.
According to Heath et al. (2015), “two-way communication is symmetrical in that
both parties are willing to adapt based on collaboration and cooperation, and are
committed to maintaining an ongoing relationship with each other” (p. 369). The
diffusion of innovation theory explains how innovation spread across social systems.
For example, some people are fond of obtaining the latest technology, while other
people buy technology when it is almost obsolete. The purpose of the study was to
investigate the convergence and divergence of Information and Communication
Technologies’ adoption by principals and parents in light of the four dimensions of
diversity introduced by Heath et al. (2015). The four dimensions included
socioeconomic self-characterization, ICT availabilities, individual ICT adoption
characteristics, and ICTs personal preferences.
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The study provided evidence that understanding the relationship between
applying ICTs and school-home communication has a great significance in the field of
education. The research has introduced this significance through increased parental
involvement that would improve student achievement which is the ultimate desire of
the stakeholders. The available literature review cited extensive evidence to
demonstrate the positive relationship between ICTs use and effective school-home
communication.
Communication using the internet. By June 2019, Pew Research Center
reported that nine out of ten American adults use the internet. However, not every
adult, parent, or family has access to the internet. Some parents who have access to
the internet cannot communicate effectively with schools or benefit the most from
information provided by schools’ websites, e-mails, and text messages because they
lack the language or the technological skills. Bouffard’s (2008) longitudinal study
supported this notion and reported that parents of higher-level education and higher
socioeconomic status have a better chance to access the internet and more skillful at
using it. Bouffard’s study covered a large sample of 14,387 students in grade 10
nationwide. Almost 87.5 % of parents and 99% of school administrators participated
in the study. The research provided evidence that online communication between
school and the home positively impacted students’ outcomes within two years.
Bouffard explained that parents who use e-mails to communicate with the school were
more aware of its policies and students’ achievement, and better involved in their
students’ education. The study also noted a positive relationship between
implementing the internet as a means of communication and the parent-child
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discussion. That is, the parent-child discussion at home about education has
remarkably increased after using the internet.
Bouffard’s study concluded that internet-based communication is relatively
common and benefits students from all demographic categories but underutilized. The
research has shown that internet-based communication is mainly utilized in
communicating neutral or positive topics.
Communication using e-mails. Blackerby and Elementary (2004) piloted
action research in an elementary school to investigate “the impact of promoting school
communication via e-mail on the parents’ attitudes and practices of communicating
with the school” (p. 1). The study encouraged a two-way communication pattern
where teachers and parents will be the senders and receivers of messages rather than
the one-way communication where schools communicate information to parents. The
study also reported that parents prefer to communicate with schools through phone
calls, written notifications, or in-person meetings to discuss behavioral and academic
problems. According to Blackerby and Elementary’s (2004) study, a few parents
showed interest in using e-mails. However, such a group of parents employed e-mails
to communicate to the school minor issues like children’s absence excuses and address
change notifications.
The study speculated the parents’ lack of interest in using e-mail in
communication because they have no computers or internet. Also, many parents who
expressed their appreciation for using e-mails did not respond to the e-mail survey.
The study concluded that many parents do not regularly check their e-mails, which is
considered a threat to the reliability of e-mails as a communication tool.
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In 2013, Radin started the first study in an international school. The purpose
of the study was to
whether regular, structured, bi-weekly e-mail communication from school-tohome, through either the teacher or the student to the parent, in addition to
usual communications between teachers and parents and the school website,
had any relationship to Behavioral, Cognitive, or Personal Parent Involvement.
(Radin, 2013, p. 29)
The results of Radin’s study were consistent with Blackerby and Elementary’s (2004)
results. Although the quantitative part of the study expected to record improvement in
parent involvement, e-mail treatment returned with little or most likely no effect on
parent involvement and a low score on behavioral and cognitive measures. The study
suggested going for further research with a larger sample than the sample of Radin’s
research, parents and students of one grade in one school. Also, the results were not as
expected because of the limited time to one semester. However, the qualitative part of
the study reported that parents favor receiving detailed e-mails from teachers with
better content and scope explaining what children do at school. Such a finding is
consistent with the literature regarding what concerns parents the most is the
children’s progress.
Communication using voice mail. Cameron and Lee (1997) conducted two
studies to investigate school-home communication using the voice mail system as an
alternative to traditional broadcasting. The first study participants included a firstgrade teacher, a fifth-grade teacher, and twenty-four (24) elementary, middle-class
families. The second study replicated the first study and increased participant parents’
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diversity by adding a different school located in a working neighborhood. The level of
satisfaction regarding school-home communication was measured before and after the
intervention using pre-and post-questioners and focus-group discussions. The results
showed that communication using voice mail enhanced the quality and quantity of
communication. The study reported that voice mail was more effective with parents
of upper elementary grades than parents of lower grades.
Communication using social media. Mazza (2013) conducted a qualitative
case-study to investigate the influence of utilizing social media tools such as
Facebook, YouTube, Instagram, Twitter, and Blogs to build and maintain the schoolhome relationship. Most Americans have easy access to social media through their
internet-enabled cell phones and computers. The study sample consisted of 3
principals and parents from suburban, urban, and rural school settings. Although the
three principals were savvy tech and their schools reinforced parents to easily access
the information using their internet or cell phones, social media could not replace
traditional face-to-face communication. Social media like Facebook, Twitter, and
YouTube was used as a supplement tool of communication. The study revealed the
limitation of social media as means of communication due to the lack of eye contact,
mutual respect, and empathy that gives more value to the face-to-face communication
method. The study also pointed out the schools should take an initiative step to train
parents on how to communicate digitally or electronically.
According to Mazza (2013), lack of training will continue to be an obstacle to
applying digital communication tools to build a relationship between the school and
home. The study proposed social media tools to “support a comprehensive family
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engagement program as eFACE or electronic Family And Community Engagement”
(Mazza, 2013, p. 101). The study emphasized that technology can be a tool to
enhance school-home communication and minimize the challenges of bringing
stakeholders together in physical proximity. However, technology cannot be the
solution to the challenges of school-home communication.
Communication using technology in general. The research conducted by
Olmstead (2013) disclosed a consensus between teachers and parents that technology
is an effective communication tool and promotes types of proactive parent
involvement. The study focused on several technological tools such as e-mails, school
websites, text messages, Twitter, and Facebook used to provide parents with online
access to school textbooks to help students do homework and study for the tests. Both
teachers and parents preferred to use e-mail when communicating.
However, the study showed a discrepancy between parents’ and teachers’
perceptions of how and how often e-mails were used to send updates and information
about students. Teachers utilized e-mails primarily for sending updates, but parents
stated that teachers did not use e-mails for this purpose. Parents were satisfied with
receiving school messages and confirmed that they listen to the whole message. The
study also demonstrated the parents’ interest in checking the school website for
updates more than their interest in checking the teachers’ websites. When
interviewing teachers, they admitted not updating their websites more than twice a
month, which may be a good reason to explain parents’ preferences of checking
school website more frequently for updates to visiting teachers’ websites.
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Regarding text messages, Olmstead (2013) found that most parents were
interested in communicating through texting since most, if not all, parents and teachers
have cell phones. This finding is consistent with the study done by Kharbanda,
Stockwell, Harrison, and Rickert (2009). Kharbanda et al. (2009) conducted
qualitative research to explore parents’ preference for text messages when sending
immunization reminders. The study showed that text messages were an effective
method of communication. Parents expressed their preference for text messages to
phone calls and traditional mail because text messages are more personalized and
straightforward.
However, teachers were not in favor of sending text messages from their
private cell phones. In this case, teachers may send e-mails as text messages using the
school’s e-mail system (Lazaros, 2016). This technique can be instrumental in
emergency times, such as school closure due to adverse weather conditions. It is easy
to reach out to parents using text messages since parents are most likely checking their
cell phones regularly more than checking their e-mails.
According to Olmstead (2013), parents and teachers showed great value in
using social media to communicate, but teachers favored using Twitter over Facebook.
Providing access to the digital learning material to parents was also valued to follow
students’ progress. Teachers and parents communicate effectively using technology
when they have questions or concerns about student academic achievement.
Summary
The literature is rich with empirical studies that investigated the efficacy of
many digital communication methods. The literature has almost covered every
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Technology Communication method that emerged with the advancement of
technology. Many empirical studies supported implementing traditional
communication methods such as parent-teacher conferences, written letters,
newsletters, and phone calls. The research emphasized the advantage of in-person
communication compared to other ways of communication.
The findings of many empirical studies recorded a very minimal disagreement
on the efficacy of e-mails, websites, voice mail, text messages, and social media. The
literature reported that technology facilitated communication by eliminating time
barriers. Technology enabled schools to send e-mails, text messages, and voice mail
notifications to parents at any time without considering parents’ work schedules. At
the same time, parents could react to these notifications whenever convenient unless in
emergency notifications. The literature also investigated if parents align with the
school in terms of having access to technology. Empirical studies assured that there
are still some parents who do not have computers or internet at home.
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Parent Involvement (PI)
“Family and community involvement affect not only student achievement, but
also student health, attitudes, and behaviors” (Epstein, 2011, p. 51). The literature has
demonstrated the positive impact of parental involvement on children’s learning
(Jeynes, 2012). For example, the study conducted by Fan and Chen (2001) has
reported a thirty percent (30%) correlation between parent involvement and student
achievement. The results of Fan and Chen’s study have been supported by similar
findings of other studies, such as Epstein’s (2005). “Parent involvement has emerged
in the 1900's as a major issue in public schooling and one that affects the diverse
aspects of American education such as school organization, governance, school
finance, curriculum, and teacher education” (Hiatt, 1994, p. 156).
Building strong relationships with families and community partners should be
at the heart of an inclusive school improvement plan. Although parents cannot be in
the classrooms with their children, their presence is always felt. Epstein (2011)
emphasized that parents come to school influencing children’s thoughts and feelings,
wishes, and dreams, though they do not physically attend the school. So, parent
involvement is “crucial to the functioning of the classroom (and the larger school as
well)” (Senge et al., 2000, p. 12). Nieto (2000) has also stated, “when families
become involved, it also means that their language and culture and the expectations
they have for their children can become a part of the dialogue” (pp.108-109). When
school leaders start to engage in dialogues with families and community stakeholders
to define student learning and success, actual change occurs. Simultaneously, the
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school leader cannot overlook the challenge of reaching out and involving all families,
including poor and immigrant families (Senge et al., 2000).
In 2015, the National Policy Board of Educational Administration (NPBEA)
published a new endorsed set of the Professional Standards for Educational Leaders
(PSEL), known before as ISLLC standards. The new set of PSEL is a research-based
project that was processed in three years in response to the twenty-first-century
challenges and the results of the latest empirical research in the field of education
(National policy board for educational administration, 2015). The ten (10) PSEL
emphasized the role of school leaders in promoting a thriving learning environment to
facilitate every child’s success. Standard eight (8) focused primarily on the
meaningful engagement of parents. The standard dictates educational leaders to
“engage families and the community in meaningful, reciprocal, and mutually
beneficial ways to promote each student’s academic success and well-being”
(NPBEA, 2015, p. 16). Effective leaders should lead and promote a two-way
communication policy with parents and the community to discuss the students’ needs,
problems, and achievements. This will, in turn, reflect positively on the student’s
academic performance and personality.
Due to the positive view of parent involvement, colleges responded by adding
readings about parent involvement to the undergraduate and graduate courses,
seminars, and induction programs for first-year teachers (Epstein, 2011). Also,
professional development workshops provided training sessions on parent
involvement. Textbooks, college coursework, empirical studies, and innovative
projects were designed and implemented to increase educators’ and school leaders’
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awareness of the positive influence of parent involvement on students’ achievement.
States like California, Ohio, Illinois, Minnesota, and Virginia included “school,
family, and community connections in their qualifications for the certification of
teachers, administrators, counselors, and other educators” (Epstein, 2011, p. 9).
The National PTA (1997) developed six research-based standards for
parent/family engagement programs that emphasized parents’ integral role in their
children’s education. The first standard stresses the importance of meaningful
communication between school and home to establish a sustainable partnership. The
standards have also assured the importance of creating a partnership with parents and
the community. The standards encourage parents to volunteer in school activities and
urge them to participate in the school decision-making process. Despite the progress
academic institutions and national educational organizations achieved, colleges need
to improve the educator preparation programs and develop more platforms to help
educators and administrators develop their skills in initiating and maintaining
partnerships with students’ families. The positive influence of parent involvement
was incorporated into several federal policies and educational legislation to guide and
improve parent involvement. The 20th century witnessed the rise of projects like Head
Start and Even Start. Also, several public education laws like No Child Left Behind
Act passed in response to the growing understanding of parents’ influence on
children’s achievement and success.
Educational leaders are required to promote schools to be learning
organizations where all stakeholders are active learners in a learning community
(Hiatt-Michael, 2001). The term “learning organizations” was introduced as an
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educational approach by Peter Senge in his books: The Fifth Discipline, The Fifth
Discipline Fieldbook, The Dance of Change, and Schools that Learn. Personal
mastery, shared vision, mental model, team learning, and systems thinking are five
key disciplines for learning organizations (Senge et al., 2000). Senge identified these
five disciplines as “ongoing bodies of study and practices that people adopt as
individuals and groups” (Senge et al., 2000, p. 7). Accordingly, students, parents,
administrators, educators, and local businesspeople are active participants in such
learning communities and responsible for the school’s future success. For example,
students have full responsibility for their learning and are no longer passive recipients
of knowledge. Students are also able to create knowledge as well as a vision for their
education. Although some parents are not involved in schools due to lack of time and
encouragement, Senge et al. stated that students’ development is highly connected to
adults’ development in learning organizations, including parents. According to Senge
et al. (2000), school principals are the fulcrum point of change and school reform. In
learning organizations, a school leader is a “lead teacher and lead learners, and
steward of the learning process as a whole” (Senge et al., 2000, p. 15).
Like Senge, Epstein presented the term partnership explicitly explained and
empirically studied under the topic, school, family, and community partnerships.
Epstein (2011) pointed out a gap in administrators’ and teachers’ preparation
concerning working with students’ families. For example, administrators are taught
how to manage schools, supervise and evaluate teachers, and plan for school activities,
but they graduate unprepared to work positively and productively with parents.
Epstein (2011) explains that teachers, parents, and students are all looking for more
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parental involvement. Both teachers and students expressed their wishes that parents
are knowledgeable and able to assist their children with schoolwork. However,
parents expressed their need for school guidance on how to help their children at
home. At the same time, there is no clear vision of the involvement practices and the
ways to increase parental involvement (Epstein, 2011).
As cited by Epstein (2011), Radcliffe, Malone, and Nathan (1994) reported
that fifty (50) states did not require teachers or school principals to study courses
about family involvement or even include this competency for certification or
recertification. Only seven states required school principals to study courses about
parent involvement or show proficiency in promoting parent involvement in their
schools. In the 1990s, similar studies found state certification did not prioritize parent
involvement competency in issuing teaching licensure. Thus, Epstein introduces the
partnership approach as a replacement for involvement. “Research shows that
partnership is a better approach. In partnership, educators, families, and community
members work together to share information, guide students, solve problems, and
celebrate successes” (Epstein, 2011, p. 4).
The term partnership, as introduced by Epstein, reflects the notion of shared
responsibility among school, home, and community in children’s learning. Epstein
sees students are learning at home, at school, and in the community. Also, partnership
instills a sense of ownership among school, home, and community to establish and
maintain relationships to improve students’ success and development. According to
Epstein (2011), it is a fact that “well-designed programs and practices of the school,
family, and community partnerships benefit students, families, and schools” (p. 20).
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Epstein’s family-school-community partnership model has dominated parent
involvement research and practice for the past twenty (20) years (Auerbach, 2007).
Met High School in RI is a prominent example of schools that applied the learning
community model (Hiatt-Michael, 2001).
Parent Teacher Associations
Parent Teacher Associations (PTAs) in public schools represent a wellorganized arrangement of parent involvement. Murray, Domina, Renzulli, and Boylan
(2019) define Parent-Teacher Associations as “parent-led organizations that attempt to
create structures for parents to communicate collectively with school leaders and
avenues for parents to contribute time, money, and energy into their children’s
schools” (p. 42). The National PTA played a vital role in lobbying and implementing
school lunch, child immunization, and public-school federal funding programs
(Putnam, 2001). PTAs usually organize and run events like fundraising to collect
donations from the community (Murray et al., 2019). PTAs create social networks
among parents, help parents informally track students’ progress, increase parents’
awareness of the school’s day-to-day operations, build communal trust, and facilitate
communication among parents, teachers, and administrators.
PTAs have played a strategic role in providing a social capital source for a
wide range of communities: rich and poor alike (Putnam, 2001). According to Putnam
(2001), the National PTAs membership has declined over time from forty-seven
percent (47%) in 1960 to be only seventeen percent (17%) in 1980. Putnam speculates
that one of the reasons for such decline is the rise of many independent PTAs from the
National PTA. However, Murray et al.’s (2019) study showed that sixty percent
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(60%) of North Carolina public elementary schools have active PTAs or similar
organizations. Data recorded a steady increase in PTAs in North Carolina for the last
fifteen (15) years. Murray et al. (2019) acknowledged that PTAs are essential sources
of social capital and can be a maintenance force of social inequality in schools.
“Students in schools with active PTAs enjoy relatively strong achievement growth
compared to their peers in schools without active PTAs” (Murray et al., 2019, p. 41).
From a different perspective of the social reproductionist, PTAs work most in
affluent schools dominated by white middle-class people (Murray et al., 2019). Such
a perspective speculates the positive effect of PTAs is limited to wealthy students. A
group of parents may operate the PTA to excessively benefit their kids in a socially
fragmented school. As cited by Murray et al. (2019), Lewis McCoy (2014) gave an
example of a group of white middle-class parents who formed a PTA to counter what
they considered an undue focus on racial inequality in one diverse suburban district.
However, Murray et al. (2019) reported that “our field research indicates that a
relatively small group of parents typically play a disproportionately large role in PTA
operations” (p. 43).
Parent Involvement and Educational Policy Initiatives
Individuals with Disability Education Act (IDEA). During the last three
decades of the twentieth century, parents used the court systems when changes were
not being made through their voices alone. The Brown v. Board of Education of
Topeka was a catalyst for the readiness of change toward more effective parent
involvement. This case became the keystone for many other cases such as Public Law
94-142 or the Education for All Handicapped Children Act, first passed in 1974
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reauthorized as IDEA in 1990 (Hiatt, 1994). The law mandates that schools must
educate children with disabilities (J.K. Ruder, personal communication, February 18,
2013). As with Brown v. Board of Education, parent involvement was essential for
the IDEA legislation to come to fruition (Hiatt, 1994).
IDEA dictated collaboration among school, home, and community through
imposing specific requirements and guidelines, especially when developing the
Individualized Education Program (IEP). “The Individualized Education Program
(IEP) is an essential component in providing a free, appropriate public education
(FAPE) to individuals with disabilities” (Gartin & Murdick, 2005, p. 327). The IDEA
Act compelled parents to participate in IEP meetings. IEP confirms parents’ role to
initiate the service for children with disabilities and determine the exit time (Hiatt,
1994). As members of the IEP team, parents are essential partners in the decisionmaking process of planning, implementing, and evaluating the IEP. Other than
parents, team members can be excused from the IEP meeting only if the parent and the
local education agency (LEA) agree (Gartin & Murdick, 2005). In this case, the law
directed districts to have a written IEP. The Act also encourages the child of disability
to attend the IEP whenever appropriate.
The IDEA Act was reauthorized in 2004 with many essential changes to the
IEP. A primary change replaced the term “educational performance” with “academic
achievement and functional performance.” This specific replacement added more
clarification to the IEP’s goals and objectives (Gartin & Murdick, 2005). Another
change moved the focus from the disability that impedes the child’s progress in the
“general curriculum” to become the “general education curriculum”.
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Head Start. Project Head Start is the first federally funded legislation that
passed in 1964 (Hiatt-Michael, 2011). Head Start is a federally sponsored program
initiated to give better educational opportunities to the children from economically
disadvantaged families. Head Start program contends that parent involvement plays
an essential role in student success (McNeal, 1999). Although many mothers did not
have a college degree, their participation was a success factor to the school and the
child. Mothers acted as private tutors at home, volunteers at school, and members of
advisory councils (Epstein, 2011). Mothers served as teacher assistants and
participated in school activities. Parents’ presence at school created an excellent
opportunity for an open dialogue between school professionals and parents (Hiatt,
1994).
Parents’ Role in School-home Communication
When school leaders, teachers, students, and parents work and learn together
for the same-shared vision and aim, leadership becomes influential in learning.
Getting parents involved will help spread the sense of ownership and collective
responsibility toward one vision within the school community. “One of the most
challenging aspects of schooling is the struggle to develop collective responsibility
among parents” (Lambert, 2003. p. 68). Besides, parents would feel they are essential,
welcomed, and highly valued by their children’s schools. It is also vital to include
families when creating the school’s mission. The existence of active PTAs and similar
organizations reflects the level of parental involvement and contribution in children’s
education.
Brown (2009) identified a list of strategies to increase parent-school
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partnerships. Brown suggested that opening lines of communication and working to
keep them open is critical in parent involvement. Keeping communication lines open
means avoiding communication mistakes and keeping parents involved in what their
children do every day at school. Open lines of communication between parents and
teachers are beneficial in developing a solid base for parent involvement. However,
involving the community takes more resources and planning.
Brown also supported developing helpful communication styles by using the
language that reflects the language families use to express their racial and cultural
orientation. Other strategies include avoiding one-size-fits-all programs, establishing
and maintaining rapport, and moving meetings and events to other locations. These
strategies show parents that the school is conscientious and listens to and respects their
needs. Parents tend to become more involved in their kids’ school and education
when they feel like the school values and expect their participation.
Mandell and Murray’s (2009) research disclosed that parents were more likely
to be involved in the school when schools offer parents different opportunities and
ways to participate. Also, parents who had the chance to choose between activities
such as driving on field trips, helping in the classroom, completing projects at home,
serving on a committee, or coming to conferences could match their talents with a
need in the school more closely. The research tested how family practices could shape
the school leaders’ beliefs to value families’ involvement, needs, desires, and
participation in the decision-making process for better education to their children.
Mandell & Murray’s study also revealed that the more involved the school staff was in
reaching out to families, the more involved parents became.
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Summary
Empirical studies, including school intervention studies, show that parent
involvement has resulted in improved student outcomes (McCormick et al., 2013).
Additional research explained that genuine parent involvement includes including
parents in all aspects of the school and the decision-making process (Mandell &
Murray, 2009). Mandell and Murray discovered that parents were more likely to be
involved in the school when there were many different opportunities and ways to
participate.
The majority of the conducted empirical research testified the significant
impact of effective communication on increasing parent involvement. Empirical
studies recorded that effective communication has a significant role in promoting
proactive parent involvement. Parent involvement has been used as an indicator of
how schools communicate with parents. When parents became active partners, they
managed to make changes in the constitutional and political framework of education
that benefited schools, administration, teachers, and students. For instance, programs
and legislation such as Head Start, Follow-Through, Education for Handicapped
Children Act have emerged in the same decade as a result of parents’ advocacy. Also,
federal funding for parent involvement programs may be a good indicator of the
increased awareness of the pivotal role of parent involvement in students and school
success.
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Communication and Diversity in our Schools
“Teaching children who are culturally and linguistically diverse is a new focus
in American education” (Brown, 2009, p. 124). The available statistics show that
students are more diverse than ever. In February 2019, the National Center for
Education Statistics (NCES) published that white students’ percentage decreased from
61% to 49% in 2015. That means students of color increased to 51% especially
because of the increase in Hispanic students’ numbers which went from 16% to 26%.
Also, NCES projected that white students’ enrollment will be 45% in 2027 (See
Appendix A). Since the geographical location mainly determines students’ enrollment
in public schools, the student population would be an accurate representation of the
place where the school district is located. So, the children and their parents are
expected to reflect the diverse population in terms of race, ethnicity, culture, and
social backgrounds.
Some definitions of urban areas “concentrate on the social context of an area
and consider economic, social, and educational factors” (Schaffer, White, & Brown,
2018, p. 508). Accordingly, poverty level, race, ethnicity, and low achievement scores
of the student population are substantial factors in defining urban schools. Milner
(2012) classifies urban schools based on population considering the social and
economic factors of the school’s surrounding community.
The social and cultural backgrounds of urban and suburban settings can affect
the teachers’ performance. What is worse is that, for the most part, teachers graduate
unprepared to deal with such culturally diverse populations, especially in urban
schools. After thirty (30) years of working and studying the topic of School Family,
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and Community Partnership, Epstein (2011) confirms that many educators graduate
from college and start their career in schools while lacking the adequate understanding
the backgrounds, languages, religions, cultures, histories, structures, races, and social
classes of their students and parents. “Without such information, it is impossible for
educators to communicate effectively with the people who matter most to the children
in their schools, classrooms, and communities” (Epstein, 2011, p. 5). As cited by
Epstein (2011), Levine (2006) conducted a survey study that reported sixty-two
percent (62%) of educational school alumni graduated unprepared to work with
diverse students and their families.
Diversity of the United States’ population, in general, and in Rhode Island’s
population, in particular, has grown over the last several decades due to the large
growth of the races and ethnicities other than the non-Hispanic Whites (Federal
Interagency Forum on Child and Family Statistics, 2015; O'Hare, 2011). For example,
the number of non-Hispanic White children declined from seventy-three percent
(73%) in 2000 to be sixty-four percent (64%) in 2010 in Rhode Island, whereas the
Hispanic students increased by thirty-one percent (31%) with in the same decade.
According to the Rhode Island Department of Education (RIDE), school
districts in RI are classified as urban, urban ring, and suburban schools. The schools
in the four core cities: Providence, Pawtucket, Central Falls, and Woonsocket are
classified as urban schools. Almost two-thirds or more of the minority children live in
the four core cities in RI. For instance, 34,551 Hispanic or Latino children live in the
four core cities, which is three times more than the Hispanic children population
(11,389) in the remaining thirty-eight (38) school districts in RI. The four core cities
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have only 19,144, representing 13.4% of the total number of White children (142,862)
in RI. Black children who live in the four core cities are almost seventy-four percent
(74%) of the total black children population in RI.
Moreover, middle-class families, working-class families, and low-income
families differ in their cultural knowledge when dealing with institutions such as
schools and workplaces. For example, middle-class children get out of their desks to
seek help from their teachers, while the working-class kids do no more than raising
their hands (Lareau, 2015). In a longitudinal intensive ethnographic research for over
twenty (20) years, Lareau (2015) could identify three different forms of cultural
knowledge based on young adults’ social backgrounds.
Lareau’s study started when the kids of twelve (12) families were ten (10)
years old. She interviewed the same twelve families again when the youth were 19 to
20. Then, she contacted the young adults of the same families for the third time when
they were 30 of age. Lareau (2015) found that “middle-class young adults had more
knowledge than their working-class or poor counterparts of the “rule of the game”
regarding how institutions worked” (p. 1). For example, middle-class youth had more
knowledge about the grades necessary to get admission to medical school and secure a
job. Middle-class young adults showed more willingness to ask teachers, coaches, and
mentors for help. However, their working-class or poor peers were shy and did not
feel comfortable seeking help. Middle-class young adults were also successful in
making institutions accommodate their needs to solve problems related to institutions.
On the contrary, the working-class young adults became frustrated by the institution’s
bureaucracy when facing a problem and rarely accommodated by the institution.
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Lareau’s study indicates how cultural knowledge matters in particular institutions such
as schools. The study also emphasized that what children learn in elementary school
is reflected in how they act when they grow up. “And in some instances, cultural
training is not learned on the job as an adult, but appears to be linked to lessons in
childhood” (Lareau, 2014, p. 21).
In response to the student body’s significant growing diversity in our schools,
the NPBEA made cultural responsiveness a significant characteristic of influential
educational leaders. Standard three (3) of educational leaders’ professional standards
stated that “effective educational leaders strive for equity of educational opportunity
and culturally responsive practices to promote each student’s academic success and
well-being” (NPBEA, 2015, p. 11). The standard urges school leaders to promote the
culture of schools based on respecting, understanding, and recognizing every student’s
culture. Also, such a standard is an assessment tool that would measure school
leaders’ effectiveness based on their ability to make students’ diversity and cultural
contexts as assets rather than deficiency. So, influential school leaders would act with
cultural competence and raise teachers’ cultural responsiveness to help students
succeed and excel.
Urban Schools in a Glance
Poverty. One-third of the American population lives in urban areas (National
survey of children's health, 2015). Although poverty has been growing faster in
suburban areas than in urban areas (See Appendix B), families in urban areas are much
more likely to be low-income than in suburban areas (USDA Economic Research
Service, 2015). That is, the growing level of poverty in suburban areas cannot be
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compared to the high level of poverty in urban places. In urban settings, twenty-five
percent (25%) of the students may be of high poverty, lacking the basic needs: food,
clothing, and healthcare. Forty percent (40%) are members of a minority group, with
some recently emigrating from countries with different educational and cultural
backgrounds (Darling-Hammond, 2006).
According to the Urban Institute, Children of Immigrants Data, twenty-seven
percent (27%) of the RI children come from immigrant families in 2016-2017.
Twenty percent (20%) of these children live in poor immigrant families compared to
sixteen percent (16%) of the poor children from non-immigrant families. Poverty may
harm children’s education, behavior, and health (Aber, Morris, & Raver, 2012). Most
of the Latino, Black, and Native American families live in poor neighborhoods and
cities.
According to RIDE, eighty-four percent (84%) of providence students are
eligible for free or reduced-price lunch programs on October 1st, 2018, compared to
only four percent (4%) of students who come from low-income families in Barrington
schools, for example. Eighty-two percent of the students enrolled in the four core
cities are from low-income families compared to twenty-nine percent (29%) of
students in the remainder of the State (RIDE, 2018). In RI, Hispanic, Black, and
Native American students are far less likely to meet the requirement of reading and
math standards in grade three, less likely to graduate from high school in four years,
and less likely to enroll in college immediately after high school than white or Asian
students.
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The data shows how immigrant and working families are the majority of
residents in urban areas. Such data raises questions and indications about the student
body of urban schools in terms of English Language Learners (ELLs). How about the
percentage of students and parents classified as non-native English speakers in urban
schools?
Students of disabilities and English language learners. Students of
disabilities and English Language Learners (ELLs) add to the diversity of the student
body of Rhode Island. In RI, 15% of the students enrolled in public school were
classified as students of disabilities, while 9% of them were classified as ELLs (US
Census Bureau, 2010). Twenty-three percent of the children living in RI under
eighteen years old speak a language other than English at home. For example,
Barrington public school district has only seventy-nine (79) ELLs, representing 2.4%
of the total student population. Also, only Twenty-one (21) ELLs enrolled in East
Greenwich, which is three percent 0.83% of the district’s student body (NCES, 2019).
According to NCES, 4.9 million ELLs enrolled in public schools nationwide in 2015
(See Appendix C).
In contrast, Providence Public School District (PPSD) has 7,036 ELLs which
means 29.4% of the district total student body. Also, there are 13% ELLs in
Pawtucket School District. Twenty-two percent of enrollment in the four core cities
are ELLs compared to three percent (3%) of enrollment in the remainder of the state.
Nationwide, ten percent (10%) to twenty percent (20%) of urban students are
classified as ELLs (Darling-Hammond, 2006). In urban schools, the “lack of shared
understanding, definition, and language usage make it difficult for us to advance the
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work necessary to improve the life experiences and chances of students” (Milner,
2012, pp. 560-561).
Figure 1
English Language Learners (ELLs)
Bristol-Warren,
2.10%
Burrillville, 0.18%

Barrington,
2.40%
Woonsocket,
9.95%

East Greenwich,
0.83%

Central Falls,
33.00%
Providence,
29.40%

Pawtucket,
13.00%

Note. Statistics are derived from the National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES)
These statistics denote sound evidence of the high level of heterogeneity of
student populations and their parents in urban schools compared to suburban schools.
Subsequently, parents in urban places lack the proper level of English proficiency to
communicate effectively with their children’s schools. The limited English
proficiency of such parents is a notable barrier that prevents them from engaging in
their kids’ education. Gottfredson (2001) relates the higher involvement of parents in
suburban schools in their children’s education compared to the parental involvement
in urban schools to the higher socio-economic level of parents in suburban areas.
Also, Goldring (1993) reported that principals in high Socio-Economic Status (SES)
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schools were more likely to include families in policymaking than those in low SES
schools.
Suburban Schools in a Glance
According to the US Census Bureau’s (2010) report, the new 13.3 million
suburbanites consist of two million Asians, 2.5 million African Americans, and more
than 4.4 million Hispanics. USDA Economic Research Service (2015), reported that
one-fifth of the suburban growth is White, reflecting a change of diversity in suburban
schools than before when White student’s percentage was higher. “Many American
suburbs are changing in their racial and ethnic composition, from “segregated” to
“segregated and diverse.” Whereas once they were portrayed as homogeneous havens
for White residents, today they remain largely White, but with increasing diversity
within them” (Checkoway et al., 2017, p. 389)
In suburban schools, teachers find students who are affluent and live under
culturally similar conditions (Darling-Hammond, 2012; Jacob, 2007). The suburban
born White teacher may not be able to connect with urban, diverse students (Watson,
2012). The suburban teachers may misinterpret appropriate urban language as
inappropriate academic defiance (Long, 2012). This research suggests that teachers
described as highly qualified in one school kind may not necessarily be as effective in
another kind of school. Lack of culture and language competence and experience with
diverse groups of students in urban schools may limit their success (DarlingHammond, 2012; Howard, 2001; Milner & Tenore, 2010; Flynn & Nolan, 2008). In
conclusion, with such significant heterogeneity of the population in urban schools and
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the relative homogeneity of the population in suburban schools, school leadership may
need to adapt school-home communication strategies to increase parental involvement.
Cultural Competence and Effective Communication
The literature does not provide an explicit definition of the term culture
(Lamont, Michele, and Mario Luis Small, 2008). Since the emergence of the culture
concept, it has been “too loose and large and needs definition” (Manganaro, 2002, p.
9). From an anthropological perspective, Edward Tylor defined culture as “that
complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any
other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of the society”
(Manganaro, 2002, p. 9). As cited by Manganaro (2002), Arnold (1871) defined
culture in idealist terms with a humanistic definition of the culture concept as “the best
which has been thought and said in the world” (p. 10). From a behaviorist
perspective, Skinner (2002) defines culture as the social environment that “shapes and
maintains the behavior of those who live in it” (p. 143).
This study employs the definition that usually appears in the literature about
race, poverty, ethnicity, and immigration. “Culture is the subject or subtext of the
recurrent public debates about poverty … Culture is a unitary and internally coherent
set of attributes that characterizes a social group, such as inner-city African Americans
or the Japanese” (Lamont et al., 2008, pp. 77-79). This definition fits the purpose of
the study to investigate effective communication in two different cultural settings, the
suburban and urban areas. Suburban and urban schools face different types of
challenges because they differ in terms of the socioeconomic, cultural, racial, and
ethnic diversity of the student body (Howard, 2001; Jacob, 2007; Milner & Tenore,
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2010). Racial, cultural, social, and linguistic diversity brings challenges to community
organizations, in general, and schools, in particular, to meet the needs of its population
based on the cultural and social context (HHS Strategic plan: Fiscal years 2014-2018).
“Effective parent communication needs to respond to the cultural traits and values of
ethnic populations” (Barrera, & Warner, 2006, p. 74). Educators and school personnel
need to build the school-home partnership based on a sound understanding of the
culture and social background of the students they serve as well as their parents.
The National Education Association (NEA) assured that culturally competent
teachers are more able to communicate with parents and increase family involvement
in the students’ education. Diller and Moule defined cultural competence as “the
ability to successfully teach students who come from cultures other than our own”
(National Education Association, 2008, p. 1). Teachers should learn about their
students’ cultural backgrounds and show their interest in learning about students’
social backgrounds in urban and suburban schools (Vaughn, Bos & Shay Schumm,
2018. 2014. 2013). Teachers should teach and learn about the individuals that belong
to different cultures than their own (Ladson-Billing, 1995). Teachers’ awareness of
families’ social and cultural backgrounds will encourage families to work side-by-side
in partnership with teachers. “For communication between parents and teachers to be
meaningful and responsive, it is necessary to understand the cultural frameworks
within which parents’ function, since parental attitudes are influenced by cultural and
economic factors” (Joshi et al., 2005, p. 12).
Cultural competence starts by understanding and respecting diversity
perspectives. Effective communicators need to be aware of social norms, such as
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cueing and negotiation skills (Keyton, 2015). Keyton urges communicators to
consider cultural differences when communicating with families. Today’s teachers
and parents communicate about various issues, which might include health needs,
technology use, and bullying. LaRocque, Kleiman, and Darling (2011) found that
educators did not have trouble communicating with minority students, but they did
experience challenges when trying to communicate with families from diverse cultural
backgrounds. The diversity in schools reflects the diversity of the school society in
terms of culture and social background (LaRocque et al., 2011). “Because culture
determines an individual’s attitudes, beliefs, and actions, some families may find it
challenging to participate in their children’s school because of cultural influence”
(Malone, 2015, p. 15).
An Example of Communication that Recognizes Parents’ Needs
Fordice (2014) presented a model of school-wide communication policy that
has been applied by District 130, Cook County, Illinois, to communicate to its
multilingual community. The program was designed based on three major concepts:
translating the school’s publications, online applications, and give school presentations
with Spanish translations. Accordingly, the district began sending newsletters in
English and Spanish. They created school signs in Spanish to make the school
environment more welcoming. The school website presented translated headings and
banners and uploaded essential documents in both English and Spanish. The district
uploaded to its website subtitled videos and recorded videos in Spanish. The district
went further to hire two liaison parents to build a rapport between the school and the
community to increase parent involvement.
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Fordice model emerged as a response to the diverse and multilingual
population of District 130. The student body of District 130 consists of 4000 students.
Out of the 4000 population, 59.5% are Hispanic and, for many of them, Spanish is the
primary home language. Besides, many students come from remarkably low
socioeconomic status families. This study highlights Fordice model as an example of
a successful communication model that school leaders may replicate and develop.
School administrators need to design a similar communication model to meet the
parents’ and the school community’s needs when communicating with them.
Summary
In summary, the literature proposed that interacting with parents in cultural
reciprocity would result in a quality conversation and enables teachers to understand
the parents’ visions and priorities for their children. Not only are school
administrators required to communicate effectively, but they also needed to examine
their perceptions of the cultural and social realities of the school community they
serve. School administrators need to create the possible approximation between
school and home based on a clear understanding of families’ cultural and social
backgrounds to make the school-home communication best.
The literature review indicated that the school’s sociodemographic context is a
critical factor in determining parent involvement (Griffith, 2001). The research
demonstrated that high SES families were more likely to participate in school’s
policy-making decisions than families of low SES (Goldring, 1993). Also, school
reform and improvement plans cannot achieve goals or make change without the
knowledge, involvement, and acceptance of diverse constituents of families and the
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community (Howlett, 1993). The literature concerning the best practices for working
with multiracial families is limited and urges teachers to learn how to work with
diverse parents.
Conclusion
This extensive review of the literature supports this study’s purpose due to the
literature gaps regarding the principals’ perceptions of effective communication and
their response to the diverse ethnic, social, and linguistic populations while
communicating with parents. The literature has shown a growing interest in the topic
of effective communication to build a school-home partnership. However, there was
no evidence of empirical studies investigating the principals’ perceptions of effective
communication except for a few empirical studies like Flynn and Nolan’s (2008),
Mandell and Murray’s (2009), and Heath et al.’s (2015). Flynn and Nolan (2008)
investigated school principals’ perceptions of the parent-teacher relationship. Mandell
and Murray’s (2009) empirical study investigated school administrators’
understanding and use of family-centered practices to involve families. Heath et. al.
(2015) investigated parents and principals to understand the impact of ICTs on schoolhome communication.
The literature review also highlighted another gap in the empirical studies in
terms of investigating the impact of cultural diversity on school-home communication.
While the number of students of color increases nationwide, there are minimal
empirical studies to explore the principals’ awareness and response to the recent
cultural differences in the student body. Brown (2009) emphasized that effective
parent-involvement programs should include “a communication system that stresses
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culturally appropriate contact between parents and teachers” (p. 127). Fordice (2014)
still the most famous school-wide communication model that has presented to meet
the linguistic diversity of the schools’ communities.
Therefore, the purpose of this study was to investigate the perceptions of
effective communication with parents in suburban and urban schools from the
perspective of school principals. The study aimed to explore the impact of social and
cultural contexts in suburban vs. urban schools on school-home communication
policies and strategies.
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CHAPTER 3
METHOD
Theoretical Framework
I approach this study through two theoretical lenses that conceptualize my
understanding of school leaders’ role in promoting effective school-home
communication in terms of social constructivism and cultural capital theories. Social
constructivism appeared explicitly and implicitly as a common theoretical framework
in most studies investigating the effectiveness of communication strategies in schools.
The cultural capital theory has also been widely applied in research on education,
sociology of education, and consumption (Lareau & Weininger, 2003).
Social Constructivism
First, this research used the social constructivism theory because it focused on
the school principals’ perception to describe school-home communication based on
their experience. According to social constructivism, Derry (1999), Kim (2001), and
McMahon (1997) asserted that people construct knowledge based on understanding
social interactions with regard to culture and context. Constructivists seek
understanding the world by investigating people’s real-life experiences.
Consequently, constructivists do not start with a theory in mind, but they inductively
generate a theory.
Social constructivism is established on three premises: reality, knowledge, and
learning (Kim, 2001). From the perspective of a constructivist, reality cannot be
discovered because reality emerges and constructs as a result of human activities.
Accordingly, every person produces his particular reality that cannot be the same as
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another’s. Kim (2001) asserts that “each of us has a uniquely constructed version of
reality that we carry around with us in our day-to-day experience as human beings” (p.
5). Similarly, knowledge exists because of human interactional activities.
Knowledge is also constructed and influenced by social and cultural contexts.
It is developed through negotiations that take place when people communicate. In the
eyes of constructivists, learning is a social process that becomes meaningful when
people engage in social activities. When people interact with one another based on
their common interests, they promote shared understanding known as intersubjectivity.
Such intersubjectivity shapes the personal meanings of every individual of the
communicating groups. Social interaction with more knowledgeable community
members is an essential requirement to facilitate understanding of the vital symbol
systems (Kim, 2001). The notion of social constructivism intersects with Vygotsky’s
assumption about children’s acquisition of meanings by interacting with more
knowledgeable and experienced adults.
Social constructivism aligns with Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory that
assumes learning is grounded in a social context. The theory also assumes that mental
growth occurs within a mediator, such as an activity. Vygotsky (1978) believed that
learning could lead to development under certain circumstances. So, Vygotsky’s Zone
of Proximal Development (ZPD) can be a key social constructivism element.
Vygotsky’s ZPD concept focuses on the cultural process of assistance as a mediator
between learning and development. Vygotsky (1978) established the ZPD on the
principle that proper support can lead the child to solve problems that he cannot solve
independently. The child gains higher levels of behavior through culturally developed
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emotions that could be promoted within a socio-historical context. Thus, ZPD does
promote not only the cognitive development but also the affective dimension that
reflects human emotions and desires (Levykh, 2008).
Social constructivism has shaped the theoretical lenses of several studies. For
example, Olmstead (2013) employed social constructivism and the social cognitive
theory of Self-efficacy as the lenses of her study titled Using Technology to Increase
Parent Involvement in Schools. Olmstead implemented the social constructivism
epistemological principle to know more about communication effectiveness through
professionals’ and parents’ experiences. “In social cognitive theory, observers
construct generative conceptions of styles of behavior from modeled exemplars rather
than merely scripts of habitual routines” (Bandura, 2001, p. 127). The social theory
adopts the concept that the environment provides models of behavior through which
observational learning may occur. “In observational learning, a single model can
transmit new ways of thinking and behaving simultaneously to countless people in
widely dispersed locales” (Bandura, 2001, p. 126).
“For over a decade, De Shazer (1991) has insisted that researchers must move
farther into interactional constructivist practice when the focus is on the full ecology
of the family and professionals in the social system” (Malysiak, 1997, p. 406). The
social interactional theory provides descriptions of current actions, situations, and
practices from multiple perspectives. In light of such an approach, school-home
communication is presented as a problem of great interest to families and school
administrators. Thus, this study investigated school principals’ perspectives of what is
working and what may not be working based on the school social and cultural setting.
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Therefore, participants’ readings and views of school-home communication were the
primary sources of data for this research. This study applied a social constructivism
lens to understand school-home communication by exploring school leaders’
experiences when communicating with parents from different social and cultural
aspects.
Cultural Capital
Second, this study drew primarily on Bourdieu’s (1986) cultural capital theory.
Bourdieu’s critical social theory was implemented as a framework for three main
reasons. First, the social and cultural capital concepts provide rich data about familyschool relations (Anyon, 2009; Lareau & Weininger, 2003). Anyon (2009) contends
that it is useful to implement cultural capital as a lens when studying school-home
relationships because “educators tend to perceive the cultural capital of those who
control the economic, social, and political resources like the natural and proper sort”
(p. 139). The cultural capital concept, according to Bourdieu (1986), refers to a set of
symbolic elements granted to the members of the same social class. Thus, those who
share the same cultural capital as the dominant class are advantaged. This connection
between social class and cultural capital explains why Bourdieu considers cultural
capital a major contributor to social inequality.
As cited by Anyon (2009), Haker (1984) explains that parents with cultural
capital form the school community’s dominant groups. Because of their cultural
capital, these students and families are advantaged and favored by teachers. Second,
Bourdieu describes capital as power for achieving specific goals based on social and
cultural influences (Anyon, 2009). This research explored the impact of social and
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cultural capital in suburban and urban areas on school-home communication. Such
power, of course, cannot be owned by everyone (Bourdieu,1986). Capital is defined
as accumulated labor “which, when appropriated on a private, i.e., exclusive, basis by
agents or groups of agents, enables them to appropriate social energy in the form of
reified or living labor” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 241). Third, power, as Bourdieu (1986)
explained, has different forms of capital: economic, social, and cultural. These three
types of capital can be exchanged for one another. The effect of the three forms of
capital will be investigated in suburban vs. urban schools.
Although Bourdieu’s theory sets three distinct types of capital: cultural, social,
and economic, Bourdieu sees that “economic capital is at the root for all the other
types of capital” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 252). In turn, both cultural and social capital can
be transformed into economic capital through their potential to enhance opportunities
for economic success. Economic capital is the basic form of capital that directly refers
to wealth, like money and properties. In congruency to the economic capital concept
Bourdieu presented, this study recognized the socioeconomic status (SES) as a
significant component to differentiate between the population of suburban and urban
areas as reflected by the poverty level in each district based on the statistics of the
NCES.
The cultural capital concept was initially developed by Pierre Bourdieu and
prominently utilized in research on education, especially in English language
sociology (Lareau & Weininger, 2003). Since then, many researchers have used the
cultural capital concept to study stratification aspects of society. Lareau and
Weininger (2003) argue that cultural capital has been widely interpreted in reference
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to knowledge of the “highbrow” aesthetic culture like fine art and classical music.
Based on that perception, research was conducted to predict the educational outcomes
resulting from the “highbrow” cultural participation in isolation of other ability
measures. However, Lareau and Weininger contend that is not the exact meaning of
what Bourdieu meant by cultural capital because this understanding narrowed
Bourdieu’s concept. Instead, Lareau and Weininger relate the dominant interpretation
to Paul DiMaggio’s explanation. As cited in Lareau and Weininger (2003), DiMaggio
(1982) defined cultural capital as “instruments for the appropriation of symbolic
wealth socially designated as worthy of being sought and possessed” (p. 570).
Bourdieu was the first to apply the concept of cultural capital to explain the
varied student outcomes from different social classes.
The notion of cultural capital initially presented itself to me, in the course of
research, as a theoretical hypothesis which made it possible to explain the
unequal scholastic achievement of children originating from the different
social classes by relating academic success, i.e., the specific profits which
children from the different classes and class fractions can obtain in the
academic market, to the distribution of cultural capital between the classes and
class fractions. (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 243)
As Bourdieu (1986) explained, cultural capital appears as embodied,
objectified, and institutionalized states. An academic endorsement is an example of
the institutionalized state that is objectified in the form of media like degrees or
certificates. Cultural capital can be owned only by its acquirer who cannot share or
grant it to someone else. Cultural capital is embodied “like the acquisition of a
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muscular physique or a suntan, it cannot be done at second hand” (Bourdieu, 1986, p.
244). The embodied state also implies a process of resource accumulation that takes
time for inculcation. According to Anyon (2009), this cultural capital cannot be
isolated from other forms of capital, such as social and economic capital.
Unlike the cultural capital that cannot be exchanged by more than one, social
capital is a collective asset. That is, a lot of people of the same class or credentials can
be members of the same club or social network. So, when someone possesses a
credential to connect effectively with a network, he possesses social capital. Thus, the
social capital value decreases when an individual with fewer credentials joins the club,
network, or institution. The value of social capital depends on the size of the owned
capital’s network and value.
Bourdieu (1986) differentiated between the social capital possessed because of
a family relationship and that gained in other social networks. Unlike the case of the
family links, the network of relationships is not a naturally given grant to the
individuals of the society or the institution. According to Bourdieu, social capital
results from individual and collective efforts by the institution or group’s constituents.
Members of social institutions strive to build relations that produce and promote a set
of subjective obligations such as mutual recognition, gratitude, and respect.
A title of nobility, membership in a club, and a network of relationships are
symbols of social capital. Bourdieu defined social capital as
The aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to
possession of a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships
of mutual acquaintance and recognition …which provides each of its members
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with the backing of the collectivity-owned capital … in the various senses of
the word. (pp. 248-249)
Lareau (1987) proposes Bourdieu’s cultural capital theory for researchers to take
advantage of in their empirical studies when investigating how individual biography
intersects with social structure. Lareau (1987) asserts that cultural capital can be seen
as a characteristic of all social groups. So, middle-class families, as well as the
working class could be seen to possess cultural capital, but only within particular
context.
However, the forms of cultural capital possessed by different groups would
vary in their value based on social class. For example, as Lareau explains, elite
people’s cultural capital is highly valued, while the dominant institutions do not
recognize the cultural resources of lower social classes. Working class cultural
resources can become cultural capital in particular settings. For example, values such
as self-direction and autonomy may disqualify the middle-class’s young men if they
were to join the Military because such values may go against the compliance to the
supervising officers. Values like obedience and conformity though could help the
youth of the working-class families who join the Military because they better meet the
expectations to follow strict supervision rules. In this case, working-class youth
become advantaged.
Lareau’s work explores how upper- and middle-class parents in today’s
schools are imbued with cultural and social capital that benefit their children in
schools. Lareau and Weininger (2003) view cultural capital as “a resource that
provides access to scarce rewards” (p. 567). Parents’ networks, parents’ awareness of
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the school system, and communication with the school personnel are examples of
cultural capital that affects student performance, especially for students from upperand middle-class families (Lareau, 1987). Cultural capital, in this case, comes from
parent involvement in their children’s education.
Lareau has also utilized parent-teacher communication as an indicator of
cultural capital. At the same time, McNeal (1999) contends that parent-teacher
communication can be a form of social capital because it is a kind of social relations
characterized by norms and reciprocity. Thus, Bourdieu’s cultural framework as
expanded upon by Annette Lareau’s work was the theoretical lens for looking at
school and home network relations and the role of social and cultural capital in
promoting effective communication. Schools in suburban areas may benefit from
parents’ social and cultural capital and adapt communication strategies that fit the
social class in such an advantaged area. On the other side, urban schools need to
understand the social and cultural capital of the urban population to implement more
effective communication strategies to increase parental engagement.
In summary, the study applied social and cultural capital concepts as a
framework to understand social class differences in school-home communication
experiences. The cultural capital concept can be used fruitfully to improve schoolhome communication rather than being seen as advantaging affluent parents or
disadvantaging minorities. This study was built on Lareau and Weininger (2003) view
of cultural capital in terms of the knowledge that can turn institutions’ practices to
work for one’s advantage. Thus, School leaders should understand families’ social
and cultural capital in terms of a social support system that empowers school-home
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communication. McNeal (1999), for example, argued that parent involvement can be
a social capital.
This study actively embraced the understanding of Lareau and Weininger
(2003) of Bourdieu’s cultural capital as “the capacity of a social class to impose
advantageous standards of evaluation on the educational institution” (p. 567).
Accordingly, the study identified the elements of cultural capital that may lead school
personnel to appraise parents’ communication styles of different stratification, confirm
parents’ ability to meet school expectations, and facilitate effective school-home
interaction.
Research Questions
Yin (2014) advises researchers to employ case-studies to answer open-ended,
“how” and “when” based questions. Accordingly, the research questions for this study
were open-ended to gain in-depth information about school-home communication.
1. What are principals’ perceptions of effective communication with parents?
2. What are principals’ perceptions of effective strategies of school-home
communication?
3. How does a principal’s perception of effective communication influence the
strategies implemented to communicate with parents?
4. How does the cultural context of a school setting affect principals’ perceptions
of school-home communication?
5.

What are the barriers that may obstruct effective communication between
principals and families?
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Methodology/Research Design
Researchers may choose between the quantitative or qualitative approach of a
study based on this research’s purpose (Fraenkel, Wallen, & Hyung, 2011). For
example, when a researcher is interested in studying the relations between different
variables and finding out the cause of these relationships, he or she employs a
quantitative approach. On the other hand, if the study’s purpose is to understand
phenomena or situations from the participants' perspective, the researcher may
implement qualitative research. Besides, quantitative research is utilized to establish
generalizations. Studying a topic using a limited sample can be transcended to a more
significant population in similar situations. However, qualitative research is limited to
the study sample or a particular situation and avoids generalizations. According to
Fraenkel et al. (2011), qualitative researchers think of the world as multiple realities
that are socially constructed by individuals.
Based on the theoretical framework, the purpose, and research questions, this
research employed a cross-case qualitative study. The qualitative design was
preferable to other approaches for several reasons. First, the study intended to make
the voice of school leaders heard and published since little research has explored their
perceptions regarding effective communication. Creswell (2014) recommends
qualitative research when studying a new concept or when little research has been
done to elucidate a research problem. Second, qualitative analysis was preferred to
quantitative because numerical data from a quantitative study are unnecessary for the
purpose of this research. The study explored the richness of school leaders’
experiences in maintaining effective school-home communication. Accordingly, the
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study required more understanding of school leaders’ practices when communicating
with parents. So, the nature of this research and the collected data were social rather
than scientific. This study elucidated how principals’ perceptions converge or diverge
when communicating with a heterogeneous population in urban areas compared to a
relatively homogeneous community in suburban places. Yin (2003) explained that
case-studies design should be considered when the researcher investigates the
contextual conditions that may be relevant to the study’s phenomenon, school-home
communication in this study. This research defined its contextual conditions as the
social and cultural terms in urban and suburban areas.
Third, the study tried to obtain a holistic idea about principals’ views regarding
the quality of school-home communication in suburban vs. urban areas more than how
it occurs. Fraenkel et al. (2011) described “studies that investigate the quality of
relationships, activities, situations, or materials are frequently referred to as qualitative
research” (p. 422). Fourth, the study obtained a holistic idea about the principals’
views regarding the quality of school-home communication in suburban vs. urban
areas more than how it occurs. Qualitative data is also the best and richest for
theorizing about social structures and systems (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).
However, it is not enough for a researcher to decide on applying a qualitative
case study approach as the inquiry methodology and determining the study’s
boundaries. The researcher should identify the specific type of case study to be
conducted (Yin, 2003). The investigator should choose between applying a singlecase study or a multiple-case study to better understand the phenomena. Based on the
study’s overall goal, this research is a descriptive case-study type, as defined by Yin

69

(2003). Yin classified case studies into three categories: explanatory, exploratory, and
descriptive. Yin suggested implementing the descriptive case-study type to describe a
phenomenon or intervention with its context in real-life. From Yin’s perspective, a
multiple-case study focuses on the differences within and between cases. The
researchers who apply multiple-case study methods to answer their research question
conduct comparisons between carefully selected cases to predict similarities and
differences based on a theory (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2003). This
cross-case study will compare how school principals in suburban areas perceive
school-home communication as the perception of their peers in urban schools.
In conclusion, the study used a qualitative design to inquire about the
commonalities and differences in great depth with careful attention to the details. A
qualitative method was selected because of its potential breadth of inquiry (Patton,
2015). Furthermore, a case-study is a process of in-depth analysis of a case by
collecting detailed information using several data sources (Creswell, 2014; Merriam,
1998; Stewart, 2014). As Yin (2003) explained, the researcher should consider the
case-study design when investigating the contextual conditions that may be relevant to
the phenomenon of the study, which in this context refers to school-home
communication. This study defined its contextual conditions as the social and cultural
contexts in urban vs. suburban areas.
Case Study Research
“Cease study research has experienced growing recognition during the past 30
years, evidenced by its more frequent application in published research and increased
availability of reference works” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 103). Case-study research
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is used to study science, develop theories, and evaluate programs when appropriately
applied (Baxter & Jack, 2008). Scientists also use case studies to test hypotheses
(Anderson, 1983). The case study is a methodology of inquiry in which the case is
bounded by time and activity (Creswell, 2014).
According to Creswell, the case study is a process of an in-depth analysis of a
case by collecting detailed information using several sources of data. However, the
case study approach is still a controversial method of data collection, even though it is
one of the most frequently used qualitative research methodologies. There is no
consensus among methodologists on the definition, the design, and the implementation
of case studies. “Case study is not a methodological choice but a choice of what to be
studied (Stake, 2000, p. 435)”.
Definition of Case Study
The literature has plenty of different definitions of the case study, which adds
complexity to describing the case study as a research methodology. According to
Ragin (1992), social scientists answer the question “What is a case?” in various
answers. Ragin asserted that the case could be theoretical, empirical, or both.
Empirical cases may include individuals, families, or organizations. Topics such as
resilience and excellence are typical examples of theoretical cases. Merriam (1998)
referred to case-study as a method of inquiry that seeks in-depth information about an
event, activity, community, or individual in which several procedures would be
implemented to collect data. Merriam views the case study as a bounded system
where the case can be a program, individual, group, policy, etc. Yin (2002) defined a
case as “a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when the
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boundaries between a phenomenon and context are not clear and the researcher has
little control over the phenomenon and context” (p. 13). From Yin’s perspective, a
case study is an empirical inquiry that seeks answers for “how” or “why” questions to
investigate the phenomenon of interest. Therefore, Yin considers the case study a
unique, comprehensive research method to observe a phenomenon at the micro-level
of data known as the case. However, Stake (2006) views the case study as an inquiry
object rather than a process. Stake stated that it is impossible to have a precise
definition of the case-study because the terms “case” and “study” cannot lead to a
clear definition. Therefore, Stake makes it easy for the researchers to call any study
on any topic of any method as a case study.
Types of Case Study Research
Stake (1995) and Yin (2003) provided a very detailed classification of case
studies; however, a single-case study and a multiple-case study can be described as
significant categorizations. Both primary types of case studies, a single and a multiple
case study, have advantages and difficulties. Single-case studies are preferred to
create a high-quality theory, have a deeper understanding, and provide a detailed
description of the phenomena of interest (Dyer & Wilkins, 1991). On the other hand,
a multiple-case study has a significant advantage because it usually supports the
findings with reliable and robust evidence (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). According
to Eisenhardt and Graebner (2007), more convincing theories emerge from this type
based on empirical evidence. From Yin’s perspective, a multiple-case study focuses
on the differences within and between cases. The researchers who apply the multiplecase research to answer their research question conduct comparisons between
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carefully selected cases to predict similarities or differences based on a theory (Baxter
& Jack, 2008; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2003).
However, Yin (2003) categorized case studies differently according to the
overall goal of the study. Yin classification of case studies includes three categories:
explanatory, exploratory, and descriptive. First, Yin presented the explanatory type as
the best choice when the researcher seeks an explanation of the presumed causal links
in real-life interventions that are too complex to explore through the survey and
experimental strategies. Yin has given an example of a language program evaluation
that seeks an explanation of the link between the program implementation and its
effects. Second, according to Yin (2003), the exploratory case study examines
situations when there are no clear outcomes of the intervention programs under
evaluation. Third, Yin suggested implementing the descriptive case study type to
describe a phenomenon or intervention concerning its context in real-life.
Procedure
This qualitative cross-case study primarily followed the four procedures Yin
described to conduct case studies (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2014).
First, the researcher was sure that the case study approach fits the most to explore the
research problem. This procedure included identifying cases with boundaries and
decided to study cases for an in-depth understanding. Then, the researcher conducted
a comparison of cases in suburban schools vs. urban schools. Second, the inquirer
determined the intent of the study and selected the cases very carefully. During this
phase, the type of case study, either a single or a multiple-case study, and the kind of
sampling, usually a purposeful sample, should be determined. Third, the researcher
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developed a procedure for collecting data using several resources. Interviews, direct
observations, participant observation, physical artifacts, and documents are common
resources for collecting data. Thus, this study collected data from two primary
sources: interviews and the archive. Interviewees included three superintendents, one
assistant superintendent, and five high school principals from six school districts in RI.
The archival records included districts’ strategic plan, teacher and parent handbooks,
and surveys. Fourth, according to Yin (2009), collected data was analyzed in a
holistic approach of the entire case or embedded approach to focus on a specific issue
of the studied case. Baxter and Jack (2008) suggested that novice researchers may
follow either Yin’s or Stake’s techniques for data analysis. Finally, this qualitative
research can be classified as a descriptive, multiple-case study based on Yin’s (2003)
categorization of case studies.
Data Collection: Instrumentation and Sample
Instrumentation
The study employed two main instruments to collect data: interviews and
archival records. “Yin (2014) recommends six types of information to collect:
documents, archival records, interviews, direct observations, participant observation,
and physical artifacts” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 100). Semi-structured face-to-face
interviews were conducted to collect data from five high school principals, one
assistant superintendent, and two superintendents (See Appendix D). All participants
were asked the same questions in the same order. The researcher developed an
interview protocol with open-ended questions and follow-up questions to get more
details and clarification. The open-ended questions allowed the participants to
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elaborate on answers to enrich the data collected. The interview questions were built
upon the literature review and the research questions. The interviews consisted of
opening questions, central questions, and subquestions. Every interview had a
heading that included date, place, interviewer, and interviewee. Follow-up questions
emerged based on the flow of the interview and the details provided by the
interviewees. All interviews were audio-recorded and took from 45 to 60 minutes.
The researcher took notes during the interview. Creswell (2014) recommended that
researchers take notes even the interview is taped in case recording equipment fails.
Interviews were transcribed and interpreted during the analysis. The interview ended
with a statement of appreciation to the participant.
Besides, the study collected data from the archival records as a second source
of information. Every school has archival records uploaded to its website, including
strategic plans, evaluation handbooks, and school policies. Bowen (2009) confirmed
that documents had been a reliable source of collecting data about an organization.
Bowen added that many journal articles and qualitative research have remarkably
utilized document analysis as part of the methodology. Bowen, (2009) stated five
specific uses of document analysis in research: “1) to provide data on the context
within which research participants operate; 2) to suggest some questions that need to
be asked and situations that need to be observed as part of the research; 3) to provide
supplementary research data; 4) to provide a means of tracking change and
development; and 5) to verify findings or corroborate evidence from other sources (pp.
29-30). Accordingly, this study primarily utilized document analysis as
supplementary data to the data analysis derived from the interviews.
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Sample
Participants were selected purposefully from suburban and urban school
districts to help understand the principals’ perceptions in a real life-context regarding
school-home communication (Creswell, 2014). “…purposive sampling is suitable for
qualitative studies where the researcher is interested in informants who have the best
knowledge concerning the research topic” (Elo et al., 2014, p. 4). This study’s
purposive sample represented principals of high schools and superintendents from
suburban and urban school districts in RI. Schools assigned to the study were selected
based on RIDE’s classification of school districts as urban, urban ring, or suburban
schools.
Two high school principals and an assistant superintendent from three different
suburban districts were interviewed. They were purposefully selected from these three
districts representing the homogeneous populations in terms of racial, socio-economic,
and cultural contexts. According to the Rhode Island Department of Elementary and
Secondary Education (RIDESE) (2016), only 1% of the Barrington student body
receives ESL services, and 8% are low-income. The three high school principals were
selected from the four core cities. Almost two-thirds or more of the minority children
live in the four core cities: Providence, Central Falls, Pawtucket, and Woonsocket.
RIDESE’s statistics show that 34,551 Hispanic or Latino children live in the four core
cities, three times larger than the Hispanic children population (11,389) in the
remaining 38 school districts in RI. Also, RIDESE (2016) reported that 22% of
students attending Providence schools receive English as a Second Language (ESL)
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instruction, and 58% students of low-income families participate in the School
Breakfast Program.
Three superintendents were interviewed. Interviewing superintendents added
to the richness of data and clarification of the current communication policies since
they represent the districts’ highest decision-making level. Accordingly, their vision
of effective communication should have an influence on school principals to
implement and develop specific communication strategies. Plus, superintendents
usually determine the policies of the district, including effective communication
strategies. Finally, the district superintendent is the authority that supervises and
evaluates the principals’ performance, including the school’s communication policies.
Data Analysis
Data collected from participants was analyzed separately, utilizing open/initial
coding and axial coding. That is, the researcher interviewed the principals and
superintendents and analyzed each case separately. Patton (2015) emphasized the
importance of conducting a full analysis of each case before conducting a cross-case
analysis. Then, cross-case analysis was conducted to compare data collected from
suburban and urban schools. According to Patton, every case is unique, and it is the
researcher’s responsibility to capture the unique aspects of each case before jumping
to the formal cross-case analysis. Patton also confirmed that the inquirer should seek
analysis for individual cases representing the smaller units of analysis. Accordingly,
this study fully constructed every principal’s interview analysis, which is the lowest
level of analysis, before aggregating or analyzing data of the district, which the
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participant represented. “No matter what you are studying, always collect data on the
lowest level unit of analysis is possible” (Patton, 2015, p. 536).
Coding started immediately after the first interview was transcribed and
continued until the last interview. “Charmaz (2001) describes coding as the "critical
link" between data collection and their explanation of meaning” (Saldaña, 2016, p. 4).
Saldaña advises researchers to start coding while collecting data and not to wait until
completing all fieldwork. This study applied open/initial coding for individual
interviews to enable codes to emerge from the data. Repeated ideas and concepts were
tagged with codes that emerged from the data. Then, axial coding grouped data into
categories and themes. A process of descriptive and interpretive coding continued
until the fieldwork and transcription processes were completed. An inductive analysis
method was performed while analyzing data (Berg & Lune, 2012). The inductive
analysis involved “looking for other ways of organizing the data that might lead to
different findings” (Patton, 2015, p. 653). According to Patton (2015), this strategy
can enhance the credibility of qualitative findings. It aims to eliminate the
researcher’s predispositions and biases when reporting the findings of a qualitative
study. “Both solo and team coders can even consult the participants themselves
during analysis (a process called "member checking")” (Saldaña, 2016, p. 37).
Themes emerged with such a detailed description.
Finally, the study presented the findings in a descriptive narrative report.
Patton (2015) highlighted that the interpretation process should be in a descriptive
narrative report of the case. Patton assured the narrative has to be readable and
descriptive to provide the reader with detailed information about every unit of analysis
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to help understand the case. He suggested presenting the narrative: chronologically,
thematically, or both. So, the report presented a coherent core story of the case
supported with many quotations. Patton described a good report should include a
beginning, middle, and end. The researcher shared the report with participants for
their feedback, as Patton (2015) suggested. Sharing the report with the participants is
essential for validity and reliability because the final report is the researcher’s pure
product. “The final product of this type of study is yet another interpretation by the
researcher of others’ views filtered through his or her own” (Merriam, 1998, p. 22).
The researcher used Dedoose, a qualitative data analysis software, as a tool for
data management and analysis (Patton, 2015). Dedoose was utilized to assist analysis,
facilitate rigorous coding, compare different codes, and identify similar categories,
patterns, and themes. “Computer programs can facilitate comparing different codes”
(Creswell, 2014, pp. 195-196).
Validity and Credibility
Proponents of quantitative research criticized the validity of qualitative
research because there is no standard measurement to ensure the validity of qualitative
research (Maxwell, 1992). However, qualitative research has different validity means
from the experimental approaches (Kirk & Miller, 1986; Maxwell, 1992). Maxwell
(1992) assured that validity is not the product of the research method, but it pertains to
the inferences and understanding of the case of study. In other words, research
methods cannot be described as valid or invalid because “methods can produce valid
data or accounts in some circumstances and invalid ones in others” (P. 284). Maxwell
refused to apply the quantitative standards of validity to the qualitative approach
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because this would misrepresent the procedures that qualitative researchers utilize to
avoid different kinds of validity threats. So, Maxwell emphasized the procedure by
itself cannot guarantee credible results or precise data. “Validity is not an inherent
property of a particular method, but pertains to the data, accounts, or conclusions
reached by using that method in a particular context for a particular purpose”
(Maxwell, 1992, p. 284).
Maxwell (1992) presented five categories of validity for qualitative research:
descriptive validity, interpretive validity, theoretical validity, generalizability, and
evaluative validity. For Maxwell, the primary validity of qualitative research results
from precise and accurate reporting of what the researcher heard or observed. This
category assures that data collected by the researcher pertains to specific events, and it
is not fake or distorted because of any reason like misunderstanding or
misinterpretation.
This study implemented three primary procedures of validity and credibility:
This study implemented three primary procedures of validity and credibility: data
triangulation, member checks, and data saturation to ensure its validity, rigor, and
trustworthiness.to ensure its validity, rigor, and trustworthiness. Utilizing these
procedures primarily ensured the validity, credibility, rigor, and trustworthiness of the
study. The first strategy for the validity of this study stems from triangulation. Data
was collected from three sources: school principals, district superintendents, and
archival records. “Triangulation is a validity procedure where researchers search for
convergence among multiple and different sources of information to form themes or
categories in a study” (Creswell & Miller, 2000, p. 126). Second, the study
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implemented a member checking process or audience checking technique to validate
its findings. The investigator provided the participants with the data and its
interpretations to confirm the credibility of the findings. According to Lincoln and
Guba (1985), member checking is “the most crucial technique for establishing
credibility” (p. 314). Third, data saturation is a method for determining that sampling
may not provide more information since data become repetitive. At this point, the
researcher reviewed the data and became confident that there was a thick description
of data and saturation of categories (Bowen, 2009).
The Researcher’s Connection to this Study
The researcher’s role is shaped by his previous experience working in
educational leadership as a vice-principal and principal of private religious-based
schools. He has served as an ESL teacher, head of English language department, viceprincipal, and principal at urban schools in Egypt, Dubai, Kansas, and Rhode Island.
As a school leader, the investigator’s experience rooted him in a wide range of
communication activities as an education leader, a community leader, and even a
government leader. Such experience has provided him with a unique insight into the
importance of school-home communication and its significant effect on students’
success and excel. He believes in the value of effective communication between
school and home to enhance students’ achievement. He has served as an educator and
an administrator of urban schools for twenty-three (23) years, but he kept directly
connected with suburban schools. Thus, he is interested in revealing the common
patterns and trends of communication applied in suburban schools vs. patterns and
trends utilized in urban schools.
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From the researcher’s perspective, parents contact school principals directly to
address parents’ critical concerns or complaints. Although parents usually first
contact teachers to solve kids’ problems, parents may opt to contact school principals
if they are not satisfied with the teacher’s response to a complaint. Parents may also
contact the principal to complain against a teacher (Office for Government School
Education, 2009). Not only does the principal determine the appropriate way to
address parents’ complaints, but he should also ensure that parents are aware of their
rights to advocacy when communicating a complaint. Hence, the researcher believes
that school leaders need to be on the front line of communication with parents to
strengthen school and parents’ relationship. “Today's top school leaders need to be
effective in their communities and leave classroom leadership to the teacher”
(Howlett, 1993, ques. 3). Maintaining operational communication is essential for
school leadership.
However, the researcher’s role in this study was no more than interpretative.
He transferred the interviewees’ opinions into patterns and themes with ethical
commitment to avoid a preference for any perception to another. He avoided being
judgmental of any of the participants’ perceptions. He pointed out the similarities and
dissimilarities expressed by the principals in an inductive approach. He was mindful
not to influence the interviewees’ responses by merely expressing their opinions while
reporting the findings.
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CHAPTER 4
FINDINGS
This chapter reviews and analyzes the qualitative data collected from the
interviews and available archive to investigate effective school-home communication
from the school leaders' perspectives. The findings relate to the research questions
that guided the study. Data has been sorted, coded, and categorized to identify
similarities and differences of effective school-home communication in urban and
suburban schools. A comprehensive description of the research methodology was
given in Chapter 2.
Participants’ Characteristics
The nine (9) interviewed participants were two (2) male superintendents, one
(1) female superintendent, one (1) male assistant superintendent, three (3) male high
school principals, and two (2) female high school principals. Their race
representations were three white males, three African American males, and three white
females. Participants worked in regular school districts, regional school districts, and
charter schools in RI. The six school districts were equally divided between suburban
and urban areas.
Interestingly, 33% of the interviewees have served in five (5) of the ten (10)
largest school districts in the country. One of the participants served at the U. S.
Department of Education. The participants were long-time educators with experience
ranged from seventeen (17) to thirty-one (31) years. Out of the nine participants, two
females have Ed. D. degrees in education, while one male holds an Ed. D. See Table
1 for a detailed description of the participants' demographic data.
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The interviews were conducted through Zoom meetings because of
coronavirus (COVID-19). In 2019, the global pandemic of COVID-19 has limited
people's chances to physically communicate fear infection. Like many other
organizations, schools were forced to shut down, and most K-12 schools moved from
in-person instruction into distance learning since March 2019. All of a sudden, school
was at home, and the home was coming into the school through many communication
technology platforms. Zoom, Webex, and Team Meetings provided safe platforms for
face-to-face meetings.
Data was also obtained from an array of archival documents uploaded to
RIDE, school districts, and high schools' websites. The data included a large
assortment of the archive, including district strategic plans, action plans, teacher
evaluation handbooks, school policy books, and surveys. Most of the district strategic
plans and school-wide evaluation relied on the SurveyWorks, which is the Statewide
annual survey sent to the Rhode Islanders to explore their experience with Public
education in RI. Nearly 126.000 teachers, students, and parents participated in the
survey in 2019 (SurveyWorks response rate, 2020).
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Table 1
Participants’ Characteristics
Name

District

Experience

Degree

Race

Gender

Mr. Bee

Urban

20

M. Ed.

African American

Male

Mr. Angel

Urban

17

M. Ed.

African American

Male

Ms. Rose

Urban

17

Ed. D.

White

Female

Mr. Brown

Urban

31

M. Ed.

White

Male

Ms. Jasmine

Urban

22

M. Ed.

White

Female

Mr. Dean

Suburban

27

Ed. D.

African American

Male

Ms. Flower

Suburban

29

Ed. D.

White

Female

Mr. Green

Suburban

24

M. Ed.

White

Male

Mr. Doctor

Suburban

20

M. Ed.

White

Male

Note. Data is derived from the interviews.
The Definition of Effective Communication
Two-way Communication vs. One-way Communication
Every participant had a unique definition of effective communication.
However, there was consensus on the concept of two-way communication as an
indispensable constituent of effective communication. Participating superintendents
and principals emphasized that effective communication is a process through which a
dialogue emerges between school and families to build and nurture the school-home
relationship. Mr. Doctor stated that "Communication cannot just be the dissemination
of information, but for effective communication to take place, it has to conduct a
mutual understanding whereby the communication that occurs to dialogue two ways.
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That’s to me effective communication." So, Mr. Doctor believes that effective
communication leads to mutual understanding when there is a dialogue between two
communicating parties who listen and respond to one another. In her definition, Ms.
Jasmine highlighted the two-way communication principle saying, "For me, effective
communication is a two-way communication."
So, participants had a consensus that one-way communication cannot be as
effective as two-way communication. That is, applying one-way communication is
not enough to build a school-home relationship. Schools communicate with parents in
one-way communication only for informational purposes. For example, sending
emails or letters about upcoming events, schedule changes, after-school programs, and
fundraisers is no more than information dissemination. According to Ms. Flower,
effective communication is about "making sure that parents are kept aware of how
their children are doing in school and also promoting a kind of ownership."
Accordingly, effective communication occurs when schools communicate with parents
and discuss their child's behavioral, academic, and social-emotional progress. Central
Falls School District (CFSD) evaluation handbook adopted Danielson’s (2007)
effective communication, "Ideally, moving beyond simple dissemination of
information to foster two‐way communication can greatly benefit families, students,
and educators" (CFSD evaluation handbook, 2015, section 4.2).
Establishing School-home Partnership
Superintendents and principals emphasized that effective communication keep
parents involved in their child's education as well as the decision-making process
about what happens in the school. Effective communication establishes a context of
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welcome, respect, and appreciation to parents and facilitates building a schoolcommunity partnership. Mr. Doctor defined effective communication as
the means of establishing relationships through communication. That’s the
primary thing. That is number one and I firmly believe that too because
without establishing context without establishing relationships, you no longer
have the ability to do follow-ups in a way that is productive.
Parental Engagement
From the perspective of school leaders, school-home communication is
efficient only when parents feel informed, heard, and empowered. For example, the
Johns Hopkins Institute for Education reported that many parents of Providence
students “feel shut out of their children’s Education” (Turning hope into results, 2020,
p. 18). According to John Hopkins’ report, Providence parents reported that the
school and district’s lack of communication was the reason for parents’ lack of
engagement. It was stated in the report that “communication is haphazard at all levels
in the schools” (PPSD: A review, 2019, p. 56). Participants agreed that schools lose
connection with parents when communication occurs only by disseminating
information. Mr. Angel can tell that his school maintains an effective communication
system when "anytime parents are in the building and parents come on their own to
the building." To Mr. Angel, parental engagement is an indicator of employing an
effective communication system. When parents participate in school events, that
means they feel welcomed and the schools create two-way communication
opportunities for parent involvement.
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Constancy
Most participants agreed that effective communication is an ongoing process to
ensure a quality message and a quality communication medium. Ms. Rose explained
that "effective communication isn’t like an endpoint that we reach but one where we
are in constant dialogue with families and getting feedback from them about what’s
working both in the content of what we are sharing but also in the methods." Constant
communication enables school leaders to obtain parents' agreement on the school’s
educational goals. Subsequently, engaging families in an unbroken dialogue produces
quick feedback to adjust the school’s plans. Mr. Dean defined effective
communication as "a process. So, it’s not a moment … It’s about where we are
headed. Once parents are aware of that, then, you are nurturing the relationship by
providing constant critical feedback." Some school districts like Smithfield Public
Schools asserted that ongoing communication is a core value of the district
(Communication guide for families, 2018).
School principals and superintendents have shown a clear understanding of the
concept of effective communication and emphasized the role of principals in shifting
from information dissemination to effective communication. However, there was no
specific definition of effective communication in the available archive except in the
CFSD evaluation handbook, standard 4. Based on Danielson’s (2007) definition of
effective communication, standard 4 determined that educator’s communications with
families are highly effective if they are "timely, frequent, and specific, providing
individual student progress with specific direction and information to help advance
learning" (CFSD evaluation handbook, 2015, section 4.2).
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Effective Communication Strategies
Open-door Policy
School principals confirmed that open-door policy is one of the most effective
communication strategies. Urban school leaders apply this strategy because it helps
accommodate working parents’ schedules, especially those parents who have multiple
jobs or more than one shift during the day. The open-door policy relies on welcoming
parents to the principal's office or the school whenever parents can make it. Principals
of urban schools usually make themselves available whenever parents show up. So,
they do not ask parents of conflicting work schedules to take a prior appointment to
come to school. Mr. Brown stated that
I’m more likely to see a person immediately than I’m to say set up an
appointment because I don’t know. They probably don’t have flexibility where
they are available every single morning where they can come in and talk.
Principals of urban schools may also implement a kind of creative open-door
policy by providing parents with their emails and phone numbers. In this case, parents
can text and call the principal any time of the day and night. For example, Ms.
Jasmine answers parents’ phone calls at night if they cannot talk during the day. She
explained such creative open-door philosophy saying, “It might be convenient for me
to call a parent at 9:00 in the morning, but they might be at work. So, it might be more
convenient for them to call me at 7:00 at night.”
Suburban school leaders also utilize an open-door policy, but it was not
emphasized that much. They make themselves available whenever needed. They
receive and reply to parents’ emails at any time of the day or evening. However,
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principals of the suburban schools noted that parents initially seek information from
social media sources. For example, Mr. Doctor expressed his frustration with some
parents who “utilize social media for roundabout mechanisms to find out answers to
questions. Whereas, if they came to me directly, I would happily answer in a phone
call or an email right away.” According to Mr. Doctor, social media cannot be a
reliable source for information about the school because social media platforms are
not administered by the school. For example, the school’s Facebook page is overseen
by a group of parents.
Communication Through every Possible Modality
Urban school leaders agreed on the efficacy of using a variety of platforms
when communicating with parents or guardians. By doing this, they provide as many
opportunities as possible to make it easy for families to communicate with the school.
For example, schools use specific programs that send the same message in different
ways, such as a text message, email, phone call, or voice mail. So, if a parent does not
check his email regularly, he will get a text message. If a parent missed the automatic
phone call, he would not miss the voice mail. Mr. Brown assured the purpose of
sending the same message in different ways “so that people can access them.”
The school is also committed to reaching out to parents in a way they prefer or
easily access. For example, some parents would love to know about the school
through Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, or YouTube channels. Others may prefer to
get a text message or get a phone call. So, schools can no longer communicate with
parents in one way; they have to create multiple platforms of communication. As Mr.
Angel explained, “we do multiple ways just to try to capture every audience … No

90

more can we allow or wait for parents to come to us. We really have to go to the
parents.”
However, it was noted that suburban school leaders utilize different
communication platforms from a different perspective. They use different
communication platforms to meet the school’s community preferences, and for
different jobs and purposes. For example, suburban schools use social media as the
best platform to get out students’ achievement or publicize positivity. Also, social
media and blog posts are the preferred communication media to do the celebrating.
Whereas text messages, voice mail, and emails are the best platforms for sending daily
reminders. According to Mr. Doctor, it is so important to “make sure that you are
reaching the communication medium that they use not what you use or comfortable
with.”
Balancing Communication
With the advancement of technology and the emerging of many
communication platforms, disseminating information became easy, fast, and varied.
So, school leaders are facing a new challenge. They have to create a fine balance
between too much information and not enough information. Many principals in urban
schools reported that parents complain of being bombarded by too many messages
from the school. Ms. Rose expressed her confusion
I think what’s tricky, it’s like you cannot please everyone. We hear the
feedback from some people like we want to hear from you more and then there
are other people who have said we have blocked the district's number because
we do not want to get so many updates.
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On contrast, Mr. Dean has a preference to over communicate about what is
taking place in the school and the community. Some suburban school leaders believe
that over communicating is a good strategy of ongoing, unbroken communication.
Some suburban school principals believe that over communication help in controlling
the narrative and prevents the spread of negative or incorrect information.
Explicit Content
School leaders of both suburban and urban areas confirmed that effective
communication stems initially from sending explicit messages. Accordingly, the
clarity of topics and content produces a clear perception of the school’s message. Mr.
Brown stated that one of the objectives of sending clear messages is to “provide
people a context and understanding of why you are making the decisions that you are
making.” Clear communication can be attainable by:
-

being brief and succinct,

-

avoiding idioms and educational jargons,

-

sending emails or letters in clear bulleted messages specifying what is expected
and what actions are required,

-

communicating in multiple languages, and

-

minimizing the number of hyperlinks when sending emails, text messages, or
newsletters.

Principals’ experience proved that hyperlinks usually confuse the readers, and they do
not usually click on the hyperlinks to get the details of the message. Mr. Green said
We send out so many emails with so many different hyperlinks. And when you
do, nobody would ever read a field memo from start to finish clicking on every
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single link and watching every single webinar. But, in many cases, it can
become that informational overload.
Effective Methods of Communication
This study identified several effective methods of communication applied in
both suburban and urban schools. This study categorizes the adopted methods into
Communication Technology methods and conventional communication ways.
Communication Technology methods are utilized and preferred in both urban and
suburban settings. However, many traditional communication methods are sustainably
implemented in urban areas much more than suburban places.
Communication Technology Platforms
School website. School leaders use a variety of technology platforms to
communicate effectively with families. For example, every school or district
maintains a website nowadays. The school website used to be an excellent tool for
providing parents with an archival database and a lot of updated information about
schools' programs, policies, events, and notifications. However, school leaders found
that the hits are not very high on the school's websites because parents became less
engaged with the internet. So, school leaders tend to rely much less on websites to
communicate with parents. Also, schools realized it is better to simultaneously send
notifications to parents as soon as new materials are uploaded to the schools’ website.
For example, Ms. Rose expressed her concerns about using websites to disseminate
information because when the school uploads materials on its website, "we try to,
then, either do a Facebook post to drive people to it or something like that."
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Text messages. Staff and teachers communicate to no small extent with
parents through emails, text messages, and phone calls. School administrators have
widely utilized text messages to communicate with parents, yet they are sometimes
limited in characters. Based on the participants' choices, texting is more comfortable
and efficient than phone calls. Texting is comfortable because people usually text one
another and they do not wait for an immediate response or call back. For example,
Mrs. Jasmine texts parents a lot, and she saves many parents' contacts in her cellphone
contact list. She used to call parents before, but started texting after many parents
asked her, "Can we text about this because it is easier?" Mr. Angel is another
advocate of texting because he found that "most people like to text; everyone texts or
texting gives you that instant gratification for those who text and for those parents that
don’t."
Social media. Nowadays, many school principals have Twitter accounts,
Instagram, Blogs, and Facebook pages. They found that social media has proven to be
a reliable and essential medium for school-home communication. The coronavirus
pandemic brought social media to the top of Technology Communication tools
because of its face-to-face feature. School principals currently hold Facebook live
meetings, giving parents opportunities to tune in on their smartphones from any place.
Also, social media platforms such as Zoom Meetings, Facebook, Twitter, and Web
Chats enable parents to join school live or recorded events from the malls, the grocery
stores, or laundromats. Due to smartphones and social media, it became convenient
for parents to attend school events while driving, shopping, or exercising. Mr. Brown
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surveyed his parents and found that "Facebook is probably the best way that we can
get all of our messages out."
One of the key merits of social media platforms is that teachers, parents, and
students became the school's partners in disseminating the school's news, updates, and
celebrations. Once a school uploads pictures, videos, newsletters, or an announcement
on a Facebook page, anyone can share these materials with his network, which helps
carry the school message to the maximum audience. In this case, the school
community does the work for the school. So, Mr. Green recommends sharing
information with the community through social media "but, at the same time, let the
community share it and celebrate it and build up that sense of community life."
School principals highlighted another fundamental advantage of utilizing
social media platforms, facilitating two-way communication between schools and
families. Ms. Rose commented, "I have even had people tuning into our monthly
board meetings, school committee, and different district meetings as Board of
Trustees, and they say, "Oh! It’s time for my public comment! Sorry, I’m at work.
Can you give me a minute?"
Conventional Communication
Participants have stressed the significance of keeping traditional
communication methods such as parent-teacher conferences, open houses, and coffee
hours. For example, many urban schools schedule up to four parent-teacher
conferences a year. However, the Smithfield communication guide assigns only one
formally scheduled parent-teacher conference each November and encouraged parents
to hold more meetings with the teachers if they opt to do so. As Smithfield Public
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School addressed its parents, "In addition to the formal scheduled conference meetings
with teachers, a meeting may be initiated by the teacher or by you at any time"
(Communication guide for families, 2018).
The most outstanding advantage of arranging such conventional meetings is
that they facilitate in-person communication opportunities. For example, many urban
school principals reach out to the community local agencies like churches to meet
parents. Mr. Brown described his meetings with community agencies as "other
opportunities to see people face-to-face." They also initiated home-visits, and they do
a lot of door-to-door visits. Some urban school principals plan events such as coffee
hour, parent-teacher conference, and parent groups to meet parents in-person.
Mr. Angel, an urban school leader, endorses traditional letters as a valid
method of communication up to date. He pronounced that "we still send letters in the
mail to make sure that the parents are getting the message and that is probably the
most consistent." However, Mr. Dean, a suburban school leader, thinks of traditional
letters as an obsolete communication way. Mr. Dean stated that "our parents do not
expect that they are going to get a traditional letter sent to their house."
In-person Communication
Although the participants shared their preferences of several effective
communication methods, they rated in-person communication as the number one
means of communication. With all the attraction of Communication Technology due
to its efficiency and undeniable advantages, in-person communication is still the most
preferred way for school leaders to communicate with parents. Principals would
prefer to meet in-person with a parent who can see them and their mannerisms, and
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principals can also see that from a parent. Despite all the demands of their
administrative job, superintendents and principals are persistent in meeting in-person
with parents minimally once a week. Some principals put plans to hold at least a
monthly event to meet with parents in person.
The unprecedented conditions imposed on people by coronavirus forced them
to find an alternative way to get together without physically being together.
Accordingly, schools, colleges, media, and businesses rely to a great extent on means
of Communication Technology to communicate virtually. So, school leaders had to
employ various Communication Technology platforms to stay in touch with the school
community. However, all participants are still in favor of in-person communication.
Before COVID-19, some principals did not miss one day without meeting with a
parent or several parents. The participant principals reported that there is no limit on
how often a principal should hold in-person meetings with parents. When asked how
often he meets with parents in-person, Mr. Doctor replied, "As much as possible. And
if you are not doing it as much as possible, then you are focusing on the wrong
priorities."
Even with the unique social media features like face-to-face, school leaders
consider social media a useful tool for interaction if in-person communication is not
possible. Mr. Green stated that "social media doesn’t definitely replace it (referring to
in-person communication)." As a high school leader whose school no longer holds
parent-teacher conferences, Mr. Green feels jealous that elementary schools still hold
parent-teacher conferences allowing teachers and parents to meet in-person.
Moreover, principals favor phone calls to emails and text messages.
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Principals asserted that in-person communication is different from a telephone
call, email, and text message because it brings context, facial expressions, and tone to
the conversation. Ms. Flower supports in-person communication because sometimes,
people "cannot see behind the words of an email or a text message."
Homogeneity vs. Heterogeneity
While investigating the student body’s cultural and racial diversity in the
suburban vs. the urban schools, it turned out that the suburban populations are
homogeneous, and the urban populations are heterogeneous. Mr. Dean had many
years of experience and urban and suburban schools. When asked if the student body
in suburban schools is homogeneous while heterogeneous in urban schools, Mr. Dean
replied, “Absolutely.” Since diversity occurs in multiple levels and multiple ways,
suburban areas are much more homogeneous communities from an ethnic perspective.
In terms of racial, cultural, and socio-economic diversity, the suburban
communities are primarily homogeneous. The homogeneity of most suburban areas in
RI stems from its predominantly White population. Mr. Dean described his suburban
district population, saying, “From a cultural perspective, it seems to be pretty
homogeneous.” Ms. Flower also confirmed that the student body in District Z is
homogeneous and “would be predominantly White.”
However, principals and superintendents who served in both suburban and
urban schools noted that some suburban areas are more homogeneous than others. Mr.
Doctor compared two suburban areas he worked at: “The homogeneity present in
district X was much more apparent than it is here in district Y.” It was also noted that
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several suburban populations are getting more diverse than before. Mr. Green
explained how his district populations are getting more diverse.
We have a lot of people in the medical field. We have a lot of people who
move in from other countries or from other states or are in the military. So,
people like to compare us in many cases to Barrington all the time, and we’re
very different communities. There’s a substantial amount of rental housing
that is available in (district Q) that’s not available in the community like
Barrington.
The ethnic statistics reflect the racial heterogeneity in urban school vs. the
homogeneity in suburban schools. Table 2 shows the racial diversity in the four core
cities vs. four districts of the most affluent suburban communities in RI.
Table 2
Community Race/Ethnicity Demographics
School District

White
%
91

Black
%
0

Latinx
%
3

Asian
%
0

Others
%
0

Two or More
%
2

Bristol-Warren

93

2

3

1

0

1

Burrillville

93

1

2

1

0

2

East Greenwich

89

1

3

4

0

3

Central Falls

21

10

66

0

1

2

Pawtucket

49

16

24

2

4

4

Providence

34

13

43

6

1

3

Woonsocket

64

7

19

6

1

3

Barrington

Note. Statistics are derived from the National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES)
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The Dilemma of Parent Involvement in High Schools
There was a consensus among school principals on the importance of parental
engagement and implementing effective communication strategies to increase parents’
role in their children's education. However, they admitted that parents at the high
school level are much less engaged in school activities, events, and meetings than
parents at the middle and elementary schools. Ms. Flower gives an example of the
challenge they face to get as many high school parents as they can only to do the
annual SurveyWorks. High school principals and superintendents had several reasons
to justify the low level of parental engagement. This part of the research explains the
reasons of parental involvement diminishing in suburban high schools vs. urban high
schools.
Parental Engagement from the Eyes of Suburban High School Principals
Except for graduation, celebration, and performance events, suburban school
principals admitted that parent involvement diminishes as time goes on for some valid
reasons. Typically, students do not want to be around their parents when they are
teenagers. When students become teenagers, they usually try to build their own
identity away from their parents. Mr. Doctor provided a very appealing psychological
analysis of that reason. He thinks it is natural that teenagers "approach an identity
point where their identities predicated upon the group and peer dynamics as opposed
to their parent-driven identity." At this age, students purposefully separate themselves
from their parents. It is not very pleasant, but teenagers do not want to be around their
moms and dads when they are teenagers. Mr. Doctor confirmed that "kids are very
vocal with their parents about it."
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From a different perspective, the low level of parental engagement is justified
because parents usually step away from their kids at this age to give them more
autonomy. Parents intentionally or unintentionally do that as a natural progression as
students get older. High school administrators and teachers may also encourage
parents to do so because it is time to develop students' career and college skills. In this
regard, school principals see that high schools are different than elementary and
middle schools because high schools should focus on building students' personal and
life skills such as autonomy, responsibility, and self-advocacy.
At the high school level, staff and teachers are advantaged by dealing with
older students, which usually reduces the stress of less parent involvement.
Participants think it is much easier for staff and teachers to communicate directly with
students and copy their parents. Mr. Dean found that high school students are better in
communication, mainly because students are in the school and savvy tech users. Also,
if students enjoy an adequate level of responsibility, they fill the communication gap
between school and families. Simultaneously, giving students a part of this
responsibility serves educational goals such as enhancing teenagers' career and life
skills.
Accordingly, high school principals' expectations in terms of parent
involvement cannot be the same as it is the case in elementary and middle schools. It
sometimes becomes necessary for parents to be less involved in their children's
education when they are teenagers. Similarly, it becomes an educational goal to help
high school students turn from full dependence on their parents to be partially
independent.
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Parental Engagement from the Eyes of Urban High School Principals
This study found that urban school principals have almost the same
perspectives and a very close level of insight on parent involvement as their peers in
suburban high schools. They also share similar reasons that minimize parent
involvement. For example, they reported that a seventeen-year-old student feels
responsible enough and does not let his parents or the school decide on behalf of him.
At this age, students are pretty able to state and advocate what they need. So, students
and, sometimes, parents feel it is time for kids to be autonomous. In some cases, high
school principals like Mr. Brown would hear from a parent, "I have done enough; the
kids can make their own decisions." Like what happens in suburban high schools,
many teenagers do not want to talk to their parents about the school. Ms. Jasmine
noticed that teens "do not feel like they can be open with their parents or their parents
will understand them." Mr. Angel shared the same concept that teenagers do not want
their parents to get involved anymore.
However, there are, to no small extent, painful and full of trauma justifications
for the weak parental engagement in urban high schools. For example, parents may
not be able to go to school events because they work. A working parent cannot afford
to miss a day of work because his son or daughter skipped a class. Also, it is not easy
for parents who live far from their child's school, in a big geographical area, to attend
school events because they do not have a car or cannot afford transportation.
Urban school principals advocate some parents who do not show up in school
meetings because sometimes they do not get the school's messages. They blamed
schools that make assumptions that every parent has received the school's emails or
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text messages. Many families still do not have access to the internet or are connected
to WIFI. Sometimes, schools assume that parents have access to the internet, but
many parents do not. Mr. Angel surveyed his school's parents and found that "thirtyfive to forty percent of our kids did not have internet at home." Many urban schools’
parents do not have texting services on their cell phones. According to Mr. Angel, the
problem is that schools assume that parents can afford them.
In addition, many urban school students come from broken homes or in a
foster care situation where they usually fight with their parents or guardians at home.
Ms. Jasmine advocated some students who fail academically “because they are going
home and fighting with their mother all the time.” Some students are indeed raised by
their grandparents, aunts, and uncles who may struggle financially. In such cases,
school principals need to be realistic in their expectations from parents.
Communication Barriers
Most barriers to effective communication designated by this research relate to
urban schools rather than suburban schools. Compared to their peers in suburban
schools, urban school leaders face more challenges to maintain effective
communication with parents or guardians. This study could name two obvious
categories of barriers: the enormous cultural diversity of the urban populations and the
low socio-economic status. This research has also identified the school leaders’
strategies to eliminate or overcome these barriers.
Cultural Differences
Participants focused on language, race, and immigration as three significant
parts of people's culture. For example, Providence is the most diverse urban city in
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RI, and its schools serve diverse learning communities consisting of about 24,000
students. "Approximately 65% of our students are Latinx, 16% Black, 9% White, 5%
Asian, 4% Multi-racial, and 1% Native American" (General district information,
2020). These statistics summarize briefly and succinctly the enormous diversity of the
population in the most extended school district consisting of 41 schools. In addition to
racial diversity, providence students and families speak fifty-five (55) different
languages, and 31% of students are multilingual learners. Also, as a city of
immigrants, Providence families represent ninety-one (91) different nationalities
worldwide.
Central Falls also is an example of another immense, diverse population in
terms of language, race, and ethnicity. Central Falls is a city of immigrants and, at one
point, held the title of the most densely populated city in the U. S. The demographics
show that Central Falls is a predominantly Latinx community where 66% of the
population are Latinx and 10% are Black. Eighty percent (80%) of the students at
Central Falls High School are Latinx and 12% are Cape Verdeans. In terms of
language, just under 50% of the kids are considered multi-language learners whose
predominant language is not English. Such statistics may demonstrate the challenges
that school leaders face when communicating with the diverse urban populations.
Linguistic diversity. Urban school leaders focused on language barriers and
how they strive to overcome the linguistic barriers to communicate effectively with
their parents and guardians. Ms. Jasmine finds it difficult and challenging to
communicate effectively with her school populations who speak different languages,
including Spanish, Creole, Arabic, Chinese, and Portuguese. Most of those parents
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barely speak English. Although some parents speak English, they feel more
comfortable when the school assigns someone to speak to them in their native
language. Ms. Jasmine is fully aware that "even if a parent speaks English and
Spanish, they might just be more comfortable in Spanish. So, let us speak to them in
Spanish." Mr. Brown confirmed that "English is not necessarily the most comfortable
language for them to learn about things."
Table 3
Parents’ English Proficiency Level
English Only
%
96.7

Speaks English Very Well
%
3

Less Than Well
%
0.3

Burrillville

95.7

1.2

3.1

East Greenwich

94.2

4.8

0.8

Central Falls

35.9

52.3

11.8

Pawtucket

60.3

32.9

6.7

Providence

38.9

52.7

8.4

Woonsocket

67.6

27.2

5.2

School District
Bristol-Warren

Note. Statistics are derived from the National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES)
To overcome this barrier, urban school districts had to create access to
information in different languages which their communities speak. Thus, school
leaders initially implemented communication and engagement software such as
Kinvolved (KINVO). KINVO has a feature that automatically translates the school's
message into up to eighty (80) different languages. The program enables parents to
receive a text translated message in their primary language. Also, parents can reply in
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their native language while teachers and staff receive the message in English. Mr. Bee
expresses his pleasure that his district or school employed KINVO because "it is more
than a translation program; it is a two-way messaging tool." Similarly, most urban
schools' websites have written materials and, sometimes, video clips in multiple
languages. Mr. Brown explains how they communicate through social media in
different languages, such as "English, Spanish, and Portuguese because those are the
three dominant languages that we have in the community."
Furthermore, the principals used to ask staff and teachers who speak foreign
languages to help parents who do not speak English. They also hired professional
interpreters to help families and prepare written material in their parents’ dominant
languages. CFSD, for example, established an English Language Advisory Council
(ELAC) to communicate with parents and help them understand their rights. ELAC
inform and explain to parents the ELL programs available to their kids.
In a creative initiative, some districts have created a new role called homeschool liaison in every school. A home-school liaison is a bilingual person who
translates documents and interprets at meetings. However, a liaison is not just for
creating linguistic access, but that person's role is to be a point person for families to
reach out and let us know what they need. Liaisons reach out to families through
making home visits and being present in the community. Liaisons' job is to
disseminate information to parents and at the same time they listen to parents'
concerns and get them plugged into resources in the school and the community. Other
districts, like PPSD, established the office of Family and Community Engagement
(FACE). The office is not working under the district governance. FACE is
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established to strengthen communication with families and better engage community
organizations. Parents can contact FACE by email or call to inquire about the district
policies, express their concerns, and seek solutions for their children's problems
(Turning hope into results, 2020).
Immigration status. Urban communities have another unique cultural aspect
that may obstruct effective communication with parents. Urban areas are most likely
communities of immigrants where many undocumented parents or guardians live and
whose kids go to public schools. Undocumented parents avoid contacting school
personnel, or teachers fear the Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) would
get their information and remove them from the country. Those parents are also afraid
that ICE may arrest them and get separated from their children or families.
Ms. Jasmine showed that she is aware of their fears and usually tells them,
“We love you and we love your children just the same. No matter what you are what
country you came from what your documentation status is. That’s just we care about
you all regardless of those things.” Mr. Brown shared the same concern about his
school's community.
Since a lot of people are here illegally, they worry that participation, filling out
forms, going to events, and stuff is eventually going to expose them to danger
from the government coming and taking them away or taking family members
away. And as much as we say that’s not going to happen. That’s a natural
fear.
Finally, many school leaders think of diversity and cultural differences as a
matter of strength rather than weakness though they cannot deny it is very challenging.
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Ms. Rose expressed her agreement to that notion when she stated precisely that, “the
diversity means there are all these wonderful differences.” Despite the diversity,
school leaders can achieve effective communication if they avoid the one-size-fits-all
in communicating with their diverse school population.
Economic and Time Constraints
Economic and time constraints are barriers that threaten effective
communication in urban places. Principals could not neglect that cities like
Providence, Central Falls, and Pawtucket, for example, are full of stories about the
trauma that children and families face daily. There are many homeless students in
urban schools. Many students do not even have food at home. Under such severe
social and emotional conditions, it would not be realistic to establish sustainable
communication with those families. According to US Census (2018), the poverty
level of 5-17 students is 34.2% in Central Falls, 31.8 % in Providence, and 23.6% in
Pawtucket. Mr. Brown, who served for many years in urban and suburban schools,
compared students' socio-economic status in urban schools vs. their peers in suburban
schools.
One of the things about (he named his district) I think definitely for kids is it’s
sort of the opposite of suburban schools. Like in suburban schools, a lot of
times, the kids’ tough days at school because they have work, right? But then
they go home, and they have a home to go to. They probably have their own
bedroom. They have technology. They can watch Netflix. Whatever, right?
Like they can relax when they are at home, do their homework, but they have
got their own setup. I think for our kids the one piece of their life that is
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consistent is the school. They know they are going to get fed breakfast. They
know they are going to get fed lunch. They know that there’s going to be if
there’s error or any issues that there’s going to be a caring adult who is going
to be available to support them. And so, I think that sometimes some of these
conflicts we are more likely to bring in families.
Table 4
Family Poverty Level
School District
Barrington

Median Income Low Income Families
$
%
153,393
1.8

Families with Food Stamps
%
13.1

Bristol-Warren

70,203

13.6

21.2

Burrillville

89,083

15.7

15.3

East Greenwich

156,204

6.6

7.5

Central Falls

31,432

40

50.8

Pawtucket

49,909

28.5

36.2

Providence

36,741

34.1

53.3

Woonsocket

39,899

34.9

46.6

Note. Statistics are derived from the National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES)
Besides, it is known that urban places are places of working communities.
Parents and guardians may work multiple jobs or two shifts a day to meet their
families' basic needs, which creates a conflicting work schedule and prevents
sustainable communication with parents. Mr. Brown experienced this barrier when he
texted a parent, but the parents told him,
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I really appreciate your messages. Right now, I cannot respond to them
because I'm working in two jobs and I don't have time like you to take care of
my son or daughter and I need to be really focusing on providing for my
family.
To help address this barrier and reduce its negative effect on school-home
communication, school principals would try to meet parents where they are. Urban
schools try to accommodate parents by holding meetings with parents in the local
community agencies to minimize transportation expenses. Some parents cannot attend
the school events because they cannot afford to take two busses over to their child’s
school. Some schools provide food for parents and their kids if the meeting is
scheduled during dinner time. Some schools make sure that students are welcomed to
come to meetings with their families. Before the coronavirus pandemic, CFSD started
a program called “Soup with the Sup”. This program is about inviting parents to a
meeting with the superintendent while having a soup dinner. Some school principals
make home visits to talk to parents.
Racial Bias
Racial bias is a third significant barrier that limits effective school-home
communication in urban schools. With a strong, clear, and decisive tone, Ms. Rose
said, "I’m not going to sugarcoat it. … I do think racial bias is one of the biggest
hurdles." Participants, especially urban school principals, think that the mismatch of
diversity between schools’ workforce and families is crucial for the existing racial
bias. In many urban schools, the prevailing majority of teachers and staff are white.
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They live in the suburbs and come to teach in urban schools. Ms. Rose elucidated
how racial bias exists in urban schools saying,
honestly, like a white culture that assumes that their culture is the way. So
even as a white woman, I can see that and name that and say wow, wow, wow.
We are assuming that’s the way we think schooling should be done or we think
parent engagement should be done in that way. And I don’t think it’s
necessarily people doing it consciously.
Mr. Bee also clarified that teachers in urban schools do not reflect or match the
student body and families' incredible cultural diversity. For example, more than 90%
of the student body in his district are students of color, while almost 80% of the
teachers are white. Ms. Jasmine was proud that the percentage of white teachers in her
school is not more than 75%. To Ms. Jasmine, it is an accomplishment. Mr. Brown
also stated that
one of the issues we have here which is true in a lot of urban schools is that
over eighty percent of our population is Black or Brown and a little under 80%
of our teaching force is White. Not only are they White but many do not speak
Spanish or Portuguese.
Surmounting such a barrier requires school districts to hire a more diverse
workforce. Mr. Bee recommends districts to put an aggressive goal to increase the
number of teachers of color. To Mr. Bee, an aggressive goal means that the district
should increase the percentage of teachers of color up to 80% in five years. Mr. Angel
sees himself a good fit in his position due to his race and ethnicity which made him a
true representation of his community. As a person of color who was raised, educated,
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and graduated from the same educational system where he serves right now. Mr.
Angel’s speech to his students may make sense because he belongs to the same
community, culture, and challenges.
I will speak for myself either when I walk into a building or classroom and can
connect with them just culturally or racially, right? And so, I understand what
it’s like to be, you know whatever is pulled over by the cops or feel like the
teachers do not believe in you. So, I feel like that. So, it’s an easy connection
and resonation.
Desired Outcomes of Effective Communication
The Ultimate Goal
Enhancing parental involvement and establishing a productive school-home
partnership are the most significant achievement school principals would gain from
effective communication. By applying effective communication strategies and
methods, school leaders seek a sustainable relationship between their schools and
parents. Effective communication is primarily about creating a clear bridge between
school and home. Mr. Brown stated that "in terms of what the outcomes are, the goal
is that it’s an attempt to get parents involved in the education of their child in high
school." Ms. Flower agreed, "Absolutely. It’s got to be a partnership."
A Well-informed Community
First of all, school leaders seek effective communication to let parents know
about their plans to educate and support their children. The school communicates all
changes, updates, and event invitations. As Mr. Dean stated, "I think the desired
outcome, most desired outcome is that parents know where you are headed." After
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parents know about what is coming up, effective communication assures that parents
get the right message. Accordingly, parents feel they have access to the school and
trust school leaders. These outcomes should lead to another more significant outcome:
bringing the school and home on the same page and building a sense of community.
Constant Feedback
Schools that maintain effective communication with parents are more likely to
get regular feedback from parents. When school leaders maintain two-way
communication, they get feedback and insight from parents on a constant basis.
According to Mr. Dean, effective communication "is all about the feedback loop." He
thinks that there is an expectation out of effective communication that it motivates
parents to get back to the principal, and they are confident that he has answers to their
questions. Principals are always interested in hearing from parents. Mr. Angel
believes the outcome of effective communication is about "parents communicate back
to us whether they have questions or concerns." In many cases, school principals
communicate for parent response or student action; it is the response needed.
One Shared Goal
Effective communication encourages parents to participate in the decisionmaking process and create shared goals of children's education. Ms. Jasmine's most
important outcome of effective communication is that schools and families "agree on
the goal and we all work toward that same goal. If we get sidetracked, we try
something else." Mr. Doctor affirmed that the most desired outcomes "is the
recognition of shared goals in the communication process." If effective
communication measures are in place, shared goals develop. So, the outcome of
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effective communication is to get principals, students, teachers, and parents align to
the goal or goals.
Other Outcomes
Influential communication helps school leaders defuse any prior experience
that was not positive for some parents. When school principals employ effective
communication strategies, they can prevent parents from making assumptions about
school based on what their experience was. According to Mr. Brown, principals who
communicate effectively help parents not make their uninformed judgments about
what is happening in the school.
Conclusion
The findings described the school leaders’ experience in implementing
effective communication systems to establish school-home partnership. The available
archive on schools and districts’ websites was very little but reinforced the findings.
Most districts’ strategic plans stated goals of effective communications to establish
school-home partnerships. While SurveyWorks was the only measurement tool for
auditing school-home communication through parent surveys.
The findings gave detailed answers to the research questions. The findings
were explained in a narrative report supported by quotes from the interviewees. The
report presented five (5) primary themes: the definition, strategies, methods, barriers,
and outcomes of effective communication. Every theme was extended into subthemes
and categories to ensure further understanding of the research topic. Also, the findings
assured the homogeneity of suburban communities and the heterogeneity of the urban
school populations. The findings added insight to the lack of parent involvement in

114

high schools. Participants reported several reasons and their perceptions regarding the
lack of parental engagement in high school. Such reasons were accepted by schools
principals who showed a high level of awareness of the priorities of high school goals
regarding preparing students for their college and career future.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION
This chapter will discuss the findings based on the data analyzed in chapter 4.
The chapter presents the researcher's perspective and the research participants'
perspectives supported by the literature regarding school-home effective
communication.
This study was conducted due to the researcher's interest in exploring the
concept of effective communication and the impact of social and cultural contexts in
suburban and urban schools on effective communication strategies. Effective
communication is a topic of interest in education because it is fundamental to
establishing a school-home partnership and enhancing parent involvement (Barret,
2006; Brown, 2009; Cox-Petersen, 2011; Fordice, 2014; Graham-Clay, 2005;
Salacuse, 2005).
The purpose of this study was to investigate the perceptions of effective
communication with parents in suburban and urban schools from the perspective of
school principals. For in-depth insight on school-home communication, five openended questions were in place to guide the study: 1) What are principals’ perceptions
of effective communication with parents?, 2) What are principals’ perceptions of
effective strategies of school-home communication?, 3) How does a principal’s
perception of effective communication influence the strategies implemented to
communicate with parents?, 4) How does the cultural context of a school setting affect
principals’ perceptions of school-home communication?, and 5) What are the barriers
that may obstruct effective communication between principals and families?
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This cross-case study is unique from many other studies investigating schoolhome communication because it focused primarily on school leaders' perspectives to
define effective communication. Strategies, methods, desired outcomes, and barriers
to effective communication were identified by participant school leaders. The study
has also revealed fundamental aspects that explained the lack of parental involvement
in high schools. Moreover, the research has confirmed RI suburban populations'
homogeneity and the heterogeneity of RI urban communities. Finally, the study has
identified valid treasons of lack of parental involvement at the high school level. The
findings resulted in five primary themes as well as two additional themes that provided
clear, comprehensive insight on the topic of effective communication.
Research Question 1
What are principals’ perceptions of effective communication with parents?
School leaders’ perceptions and definitions of effective communication were
inclusive. Participants’ perceptions reflected their rich, long experience as educators
and school administrators. They showed a mastery of the concept of effective
communication and its implementation in their schools. Such mastery level was by no
means a result of learning through course work or following a communication
handbook. Ms. Flowers replied to a question about how often she meets in-person
with parents: “There is no standard that has been given to me. Yeah, but I pretty much
attend everything.”
When reviewing the archive, there was nothing to guide the school principals
on maintaining a sustainable, effective communication system. The archive has little
evidence to very generic ideas scattered in a few documents like strategic plans,
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school policies, and evaluation surveys. For example, East Greenwich strategic plan
suggested developing “a consistent internal and external public
relations/communications strategy, informing the school community and the local
media of school-based initiatives that would be of general interest to the public.” (East
Greenwich School District Strategic plan: Our vision 2020, 2015). Among the
archival, there was a two-page “Communication Guide for Families” document
uploaded to the website of Smithfield Public School District. The document provides
Smithfield parents with very basic information about Parent/Teacher Communication
policy and phone numbers of the district personnel whom parents should contact if
they have concerns (Communication guide for families, 2018).
School leaders added several supporting elements to the definition to elucidate
the meaning of effective communication. For example, a two-way communication
process enables schools to collect feedback and use such feedback to improve schoolhome partnerships. It is built on trust, and it is totally focused on the need of the child.
Effective communication results in recognizing parents' perspectives and promotes
mutual respect between school and families. So, parent involvement becomes
sustainable and builds a school-home partnership. Effective communication is about
building the relationship, nurturing the relationship, collecting feedback, and using
that feedback to improve actions in terms of building the relationship.
The findings were also a perfect match to the literature that provided
definitions of effective communication. “Effective home-school communication is the
two-way sharing of information vital to student success” (National PTA, 1997, p. 11).
School leaders’ perceptions focused on the differentiating between mere
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communication and effective communication. They all agreed that one-way
communication is no more than a way of information dissemination. They assured
that effective communication is a two-way communication process. Heath et al.
(2015) stated that “two-way communications are designed to establish a dialogue
between the organization and its public; in this case, the school (principals) and the
home” (p. 369).
Although school principals agreed on the importance of developing an
effective communication system, they did not develop a procedure for immediate and
constant evaluation. The only evaluation tool in place is the annual SurveyWorks
provided by RIDE. Building administrators’ survey consists of seventy-three (73)
questions. However, there is only one question about how often principals talk or
respond to parents. Also, there is the annual parent survey that has only four (4) out of
forty-three (43) questions about how much parents are involved in school events and
how much they help their kids in learning at home. Two (2) questions of the survey
investigated how much schools value students’ diversity and how often parents receive
communication about children’s performance (SurveyWorks response rate, 2020).
“Effective two-way communication is the most important but least measurable factor
in developing successful home- school relationships” (Bridgemohan, van Wyk & van
Staden, 2005, p. 60)
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Research Question 2
What are principals’ perceptions of effective strategies of school-home
communication?
Mr. Green answered, “I think it makes the variety of channels and the variety
of methods all that more important. And I think that so the diversity of audience you
need to then have the diversity of communication.” School leaders’ answers for this
question was categorized into four main strategies: open-door policy, clarity of
content, applying different communication modalities, and balancing communication.
These four strategies are comprehensive and were proven to be effective throughout
the participants’ experience. Some of these strategies may fit better with urban
populations, while others may be the best fit for suburban populations.
Urban school principals highly emphasized the open-door policy because of
the conflicting work schedule of many parents. Mr. Angel used to invite his parents to
his office when they drop their kid off. He used to shout, “hey, come and grab some
coffee and leave.” It may be the only way to meet with some parents in an urban high
school of about one thousand kids. Without implementing an open-door policy, many
parents will never meet with the principal because of their conflicting work schedule.
According to Cox-Petersen (2011), an open-door policy creates an atmosphere of
respect for all.
It is desirable to communicate with parents through different platforms because
that ensures accessibility of information for everyone. School principals need to
provide different opportunities for communication that reflect the diversity of the
school’s community. Technology has provided us with abundant ways of
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communication. For example, some schools use a community mass communication
system where they send an e-mail, a text message, and a voice message all at the same
time.
However, many communication platforms have created a new problem, like
overcommunicating. So, some parents felt they were bombarded by many phone calls
and text messages from the school. So, they no longer reply to the school's automated
phone calls or check text messages coming from the school number. In contrast, Mr.
Dean has “a preference and sort of as a default is to over-communicate." In this case,
school leaders are advised to listen to parents’ feedback and find a balanced approach
to communication between too much and not enough. They need to find a way in the
middle. To make such a balance of communication, some principals decided to share
enough information and make sure that parents find clear answers to the most common
questions. For the families who want more information, they can visit the school or
log into its website and get more without pushing it out in the same way. Such
balance is highly emphasized nowadays more than ever before. Participants agreed
that effective communication is about finding that balance.
Research Question 3
How does a principal’s perception of effective communication influence the
strategies implemented to communicate with parents?
School leaders’ perceptions are reflected on the communication strategies
through two procedures: 1) adopting a set of varied communication methods that
ensure effective communication and 2) highlighting the outcomes of effective
communication to establish a school-home partnership.
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First, school principals employed many communication technology and
conventional methods. The study has identified three primary communication
technology methods implemented to communicate with families. These methods are
school websites, text messages, or social media. These methods were utilized because
they provide different platforms of communication to ensure accessibility to every
parent. The school principals also highlighted social media as the most preferred
platform of communication nowadays. The literature supports the study findings
regarding the usage of social media. Social media is “today’s fastest growing
technology” (Mazza, 2013, p. 100).
Although principals still communicate with their parents through school
websites and e-mails, principals prefer social media platforms to enable much more
parental participation and engagement. Ms. Rose prefers to communicate through
social media because "we have more participation in these important dialogues than
we have ever had before because we finally made it more accessible." As cited by
Heath et al. (2015), Carr (2012) and Wright (2001) confirmed that the advanced ICTs
and the smart use of it strengthened communication. Participant principals and
superintendents agreed that social media had gained tremendous popularity as an
effective means of communication. The study was conducted during the global
coronavirus pandemic that forced people to practice social distancing. School
principals found social media a safe medium of communication that provides face-toface meetings. They hold live meetings with parents using applications like Zoom
Meetings and Webex. If the numbers tell us anything during the pandemic, it is
evident that many more people engage in virtual opportunities to gather.
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Due to the smartphone and its application, a segment of parents can
communicate much better than before. Smartphones have already lowered the
communication barrier that existed a few years ago because some parents did not have
a computer or internet at home. Ms. Rose agreed that “smartphones have become
more accessible both in cost and in other ways.” According to Statista (2020), the
number of smartphone users in the United States (US) reached 275.66 million
representing more than fifty percent (50%) of the population.
Participant principals also confirmed that many conventional methods are still
valid ways of communication. For example, principals asserted that in-person
communication is different from a telephone call, e-mail, and text message because
meeting people in-person brings context, facial expressions, and tone to the
conversation. The results of the annual building administrators survey showed that
74% of school principals talk or respond to parents daily while 17% talk to parents
about once a week (SurveyWorks response rate, 2020). However, when asked “how
often do you meet in-person with teachers at your child’s school?”, 1% of respondents
of high school parents answered “weekly or more” while 3% of respondents. answered
“monthly”. Thirty-three percent (33%) of respondents answered, “almost never”
while 48% answered, “twice per year”. The findings confirmed that school leaders in
urban districts are exerting tremendous effort to maintain such in-person meetings. It
is the best way to communicate with parents in times of conflict. Ms. Flower
supported in-person communication because sometimes, people "cannot see behind
the words of an e-mail or a text message."
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The principals’ perceptions of in-person communication align with the
parents’ perspectives demonstrated by Adkins et al. (2004). According to Adkins et
al.’s (2004) study, parents preferred to communicate in-person with the teachers,
especially when discussing students’ academic and behavioral problems. This result
also matches Bouffard’s (2008) National Study that showed parents’ preference for inperson communication.
Moreover, it turned out that some schools still send letters home in their
children’s backpack. Phone calls are also preferred, maybe to clarify a message sent
by e-mail or text message. If the message was misunderstood, it is suggested not to
reply with another e-mail or text message. Principals’ advice is to pick up the phone
and have a conversation to remove such misunderstanding. Mr. Green narrated such
great advice he learned from the prior superintendent of his district.
He would always say to me, "listen if you’re getting like feedback based on an
email you sent out. You’re getting another email back, some things that’s
talking about your lack of communication or a criticism of the communication
you sent out in the email. Well, there’s a disconnect somewhere. So, pick up
the telephone and talk it out and get that better communication. If somebody is
talking about a miscommunication you had in an email, don’t email them back
and expect to clarify it as well as picking up the phone."
Pankake et al.’s (1990) study found that a letter is valued as a means of
communication, but a phone call is valued more. A phone call is different because the
communicating parties can speak to each other directly and thus hear the emotion in
the conversation.
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Interestingly, this study has confirmed that conventional methods of
communication are still highly valued, especially in urban places. This finding
matches the results of a study done by Blackerby and Elementary (2004) that most
parents favored phone calls, written communication methods, or visiting the school,
especially when inquiring about their children’s behavioral or academic problems.
With all the advancements in communication technology, some school principals are
still sending letters home. “Written communication is probably the most efficient and
effective way we can provide valuable ongoing correspondence between the school
and home” (Williams & Cartledge, 1997, p. 30). This result supports the two studies
conducted by Graham-Clay (2005) and Grande (2004) which assured that written
communication is still significant, primarily if implemented adequately.
Second, participants explicitly emphasized that the ultimate goal of effective
communication is to enhance parent involvement and develop a school-home
partnership. The archive documented this goal. For example, Bristol Warren School
District's strategic plan had a goal to “use various modes of communication to increase
opportunities for family participation and engagement” (Bristol Warren regional
school district strategic plan 2016-2012, 2016). Parent involvement is no longer a
matter of attending a school event or participating in the school fundraising; it is a
school-home partnership to plan and implement the school improvement plan. This
finding is confirmed through the literature. “Effective communication is essential to
create strong school-home partnerships and to increase parental involvement”
(Graham-Clay, 2005, p. 126).
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Research Question 4
How does the cultural context of a school setting affect principals’ perceptions of
school-home communication?
“Given the diversity of contemporary learning communities, educators have
recognized the importance of developing partnerships within the context of families’
values, cultures, languages, and socio-economic status” (Mandell & Murray, 2009, p.
17). Identifying the cultural barriers and finding ways to overcome the barriers was
the participants’ answer to question 4. When asked “How often does the school value
the diversity of children’s background?”, 58% of respondents of high school parents
answered, “tremendous amount” or “quite a bit”.
Barriers of language, immigration, and race were the prominent cultural
barriers that prevent effective communication. “Language develops in the context of a
particular culture and therefore reflects that culture” (Bridgemohan, et al., 2005, p.
61). The three barriers were mainly connected to the urban school populations much
more than suburban communities. However, the language barrier was a minor
problem for one suburban school, where 12 % of its student body’s home language
was not English. Suburban and urban schools face different types of challenges
because they differ in terms of the socio-economic, cultural, racial, and ethnic
diversity of the student body (Howard, 2001; Jacob, 2007; Milner & Tenore, 2010).
According to NECS (2015), 77.7% of the ELLs enrolled in public schools nationwide
in 2015 were Hispanic (See Appendix C).
When language is a barrier, parents are less likely to engage in a conversation.
“Differences in language and culture impede effective communication” [emphasis in
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original] (Bridgemohan, et al., 2005, p. 73). School principals’ primary strategy to
address that barrier was by providing information in multiple languages. Initially,
staff and teachers who speaks the same language of some families used to translate
formal documents that goes home in the students’ backpack. Then, new
communication and engagement software emerged as a two-way communication tool.
Most urban school districts are using software called KINVO. This is a confirmation
and extension to Fordice (2014) communication model. Fordice model was about
translating the school’s publications, online applications, and give school presentations
with Spanish translations. Also, CFSD hired bilingual staff to work as home liaisons
who are hired because they relates to the school community in terms of culture and
language. They make home visits, translate documents, and interpret at meetings.
Figure 2
Parents’ English Proficiency Level

Woonsocket
Providence
Pawtucket
Central Falls
East Greenwich
Burrillville
Bristol-Warren
Barrington
0.00%

20.00%

Speaks English Only

40.00%

60.00%

Speaks English Very well

80.00%

100.00%

120.00%

Less than Very Well

Note. Statistics are derived from the National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES)
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Participants have also identified a racial bias problem in urban schools. They
found that the school workforce does not reflect the diversity of the school
community. In fact, nationwide statistics assured these findings though there is a
slight change. In February 2019, NCES published that White teachers decreased from
83% to 80% during twelve (12) years between 2003-04 and 2015-16. Also, Black
teachers decreased from 8% to 7% during the same period, while Hispanic teachers
increased from 6% to 9% (See Appendix E).
So, it is becoming necessary to hire educators who connect to the students,
parents, and the outside community. According to NCES (2019), research assured that
educators positively impact the students’ attitudes when they are both of the same
ethnicity. So, schools with more racial diversity tend to increase diversity among their
teachers. The National Education Association (2008) contended that “a growing
number of educators struggle to better serve students from cultures other than their
own in response to dramatic demographic changes that have created culturally diverse
schools in many areas of the U.S.” (p. 1). In contrast, urban school principals reported
that the staff is more diverse and connected to the school’s communities than teachers.
In urban schools, the staff is mostly Latino, Black, and Cape Verdean, while teachers
are mostly White.
However, this would be a difficult mission for two reasons. First, current
teachers are doing a great job. So, it is not legitimate to fire the White teacher for
merely replacement purposes. That is, school principals cannot replace White teachers
by hiring teachers of color because the district decided to increase the diversity of the
teachers. Second, it has always been challenging to find qualified teachers who
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connect to the urban schools' community. For example, Ms. Rose thinks, "even to
have more teachers from the community; there are barriers. To get a teacher
certificate, there are cost barriers; there are tests that are biased, there are certain
coursework that is very expensive."
Research Question 5
What are the barriers that may obstruct effective communication between
principals and families?
The study identified several barriers to effective communications. These
hurdles have been categorized into three themes: cultural barriers, economic and time
constraints, and racial bias. “Effective parent communication needs to respond to the
cultural traits and values of ethnic populations” (Barrera, & Warner, 2006, p. 74).
Cultural barriers have been covered while discussing question 4.
There are a lot of immigrant families in urban communities who strive to earn
their living. Thus, they work multiple jobs to feed their families. The study found that
some students do not show up or come late to school most often because they have to
do a lot of chores. They clean the house, take care of their siblings, and walk kids to
school. Schools try to overcome these barriers by making home visits to pick kids up
from home. Although this is a brave decision to eliminate the barriers, principals
reported a few disappointing stories. Ms. Jasmine reported the story of a student who
was failing academically. “We just could not hit on the right plan for that child and
every time we thought we did; the parent was not able to follow through. We will go
right to the house and try to pick the kid up and knock on the door and they do not
come out.”
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Figure 3
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Some principals would hold the school meeting in the community local
agencies to make it easy for parents. Some principals’ ultimate goal is to have a phone
conversation with some parents. In urban school, parents can receive a phone call
from the principal saying, “Well, if you cannot come in, could we have a phone
conversation? Could we come in? We will meet with you at 7 Stars.” Mr. Angel
added,
We have met with parents at their homes at corner stores just to let them know
like we are in this with you, but we need you on this ride with us to get your
son of daughter back on track down.
What the principals of urban schools reported matches a lot of the literature. For
example, Senge et al. (2000) confirmed that informal gatherings throughout the
community could achieve progressive communication channels.
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Additional Points
Parent Involvement in High Schools
Since the study interviewed high school principals, it investigated parent
involvement at the high school level. The statistics show a significant low response
rate to the family SurveyWorks of both urban and suburban schools. For example, the
family response rate was 3% in Barrington High School, the most affluent community
in RI. Whereas the family response rate was 4% in Mount Pleasant High School, one
of the least advantaged communities in Providence, RI (SurveyWorks response rate,
2020).
The study revealed significant unique results of parent involvement in
teenagers’ education. The literature has already asserted that high school students'
parents are much less engaged in school activities than elementary school parents.
However, the study did not consider that lack of parental involvement in high school is
an alarming problem. The school principals in suburban and urban schools considered
that lack of participation is a natural progression when students get older. Participant
principals gave very valid realistic justifications. These reasons were categorized into
three common themes: 1) parents’ willingness to separate from their kids at that age,
2) teenagers’ desire to be independent of their families, and 3) school’s goals of
getting kids ready for college and future career.
In addition, urban high school parents had particular reasons regarding
economic and time constraints. Ms. Jasmine explained that some students are
frequently absent because “sometimes the parents enable that. Sometimes the parent
wants the kid at home.” Ms. Jasmine was referring to parents who would keep older
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kids from going to school to take care of their young siblings while parents are at
work. It is regrettable, but the point I want to emphasize is that if parents do not have
time to take care of their kids at home, would they have time or interest to attend
school events? Of course, they cannot. It is not realistic to ask a parent who cannot
pay for the gas or afford a ride to the school to attend school meetings or events.
This study revealed another unique aspect of the principals’ different
perspective regarding parents in urban schools vs. suburban schools. Urban school
principals described parents as gracious and appreciative. They appreciate everything
the school does. However, parents in suburban schools are very demanding. In
suburban schools, parents have more of a sense of entitlement. Ms. Flower has heard
from some parents, “My child deserves this, and I am entitled to this.” Mr. Doctor
said, “Obviously I have had some phone calls already where people have had that kind
of unreasonable entitlement.” However, he rephrased the phrase “more sense of
entitlement” into “more intense advocacy”.
Finally, parents at the high school level may not show up in meetings or
volunteer in the school activities, but it is never because of a lack of interest or lack of
care. Ms. Flower thinks that less parental involvement is not “necessarily as they do
not care or less interested.” Those parents can be missed in many events, but they are
still involved in their kids' lives. In suburban areas, Mr. Doctor explained that parents
tend not to attend parent-teacher conferences, but they focus on academic advocacy
and extracurricular activities. In urban places, parents may not exist on the school
premises, but that does not mean education is not a priority.
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The findings of this study regarding PI in high schools differ from the findings
of Flynn and Nolan’s (2008) study. Flynn and Nolan’s (2008) research showed a
significant decline in parent involvement from elementary through high school.
However, school administrators contributed the reason of such decline to both parents
and teachers’ lack of understanding of the pivotal role of PI in children’s education
(Flynn & Nolan, 2008). The current study presented a very different reading to the
reason of less PI from the perspectives of the participant school leaders.
Homogeneity vs. Heterogeneity
The study hypothesized the heterogeneous populations in urban schools and
the homogeneous people in suburban schools. Indeed, this hypothesis proved to be
valid from the perspectives of the participants. In terms of racial, cultural, and socioeconomic diversity, the suburban communities are primarily homogeneous. The
homogeneity of most suburban areas in RI stems from its predominantly white
population. “Suburban schools, by the nature of their development, are typically
considered to have a positive climate, a homogeneous student body, and more highly
qualified teachers” (Sulak, 2016, pp. 672-673).
Mr. Dean described his suburban district population, saying, “From a cultural
perspective, it seems to be pretty homogeneous.” Ms. Flower also confirmed that the
student body in District Z is homogeneous and “would be predominantly white.”
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Figure 4
Community Race Demographics
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Conclusion
This study has presented different perceptions of school principals regarding
effective communication. The findings assured that effective communication is a twoway communication process to establish a school-home partnership. Effective
communication ensures that parents are heard, and their feedback is valuable. The
study presented four communication strategies that school principals may employ to
maintain an effective communication system. Open-door policy, multiple
communication platforms, balancing communication, and clarity of the content
represented a solid foundation of the effective communication system in both
suburban and urban schools.
The study presented various communication methods that can support the
school-home communication in addressing the school communities’ diversity. The
research noted that social media was the most utilized means of communication when
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in-person communication was prohibited or limited because of the COVID-19
pandemic. However, the findings showed that websites, e-mails, phone calls, text
messages, and conventional communication methods are still valid and effective. The
study assured that school principals prefer in-person communication to every other
method of communication especially when discussing students’ academic and
behavioral problems with their parents.
This research provided significant insight into the low level of parental
engagement in high schools. High school principals presented a new vision of parent
involvement as an essential element of students’ success, but parent participation is
not necessary to be the same as in elementary and middle schools. High school
principals identified the students’ inclination toward building their own identity away
from their parents as well as the high schools’ priority to focus on promoting the
independent personality of high school students as the two main reasons for the lower
parental engagement in high schools. Thus, the study presented new lenses of
understanding and accepting the context of the problem of less parental involvement
rather than eliminating the problem.
This study identified a set of barriers that may obstruct school-home
communication, such as language barriers, cultural differences, racial bias, and
economic and time constraints. These barriers are critical to urban schools rather than
suburban schools. Most RI schools applied the same digital tool, KINVO, to address
linguistic barriers. The study emphasized the importance of increasing the diversity
among educators in urban schools to match the student body’s immense diversity in
the urban population.
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The study demonstrated that the urban population is more diverse than the
suburban population in terms of race and socio-economic status. The study concluded
that urban communities are heterogeneous, while suburban communities are
homogenous. Finally, the study findings can be a significant foundation for a schoolwide effective communication system.
Limitations
First of all, the study was conducted during the coronavirus pandemic; it was
not easy to interview participants in-person. Although Zoom meetings made it easy by
providing face-to-face interviews, sometimes, the interviewees seemed to be busy
replying to their e-mails during the interview. Also, I was planning to interview school
leaders from Barrington School District since it is the most affluent and, maybe,
homogeneous community in Rhode Island. Unfortunately, no one returned my e-mails
or phone calls. Only after six months, one prospective participant replied with an
apology.
The study did not explore the perspectives of other stakeholders, such as
parents, students, and community leaders. Although that was planned to prevent any
kind of confusion or interference of different perspectives. No doubt, it would have
added richness to the study.
Future Research
For future research, the study may be replicated in the same districts, focusing
on parents’ perspective on effective communication with schools. Sometimes,
participants in this study have shifted to talk about their experience of effective
communication as parents. I believe reflections from parents will give more insights
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into the concept of effective communications, primarily if the prospective study uses
the results of the current study.
Also, the study can be replicated in a different state. It would be useful to
determine if similar results can come from a different big geographical area like
Massachusetts (MA) or Connecticut (CT). In Rhode Island, each town, each city, and
each suburban community has its kind of cultural presence, but they are still small
geographical areas compared to neighboring urban and suburban communities in MA
and CT.
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Appendices
Appendix A:

Percentage distribution of public-school students enrolled in prekindergarten through
12th grade, by race/ethnicity: Fall 2000, fall 2015, and fall 2027
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Appendix B:

Percentage of children under age 18 in families living in poverty based on the official
poverty measure, by race/ethnicity: 2000 through 2016
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Appendix C:

Number of English language learner (ELL) students in public schools, by
race/ethnicity: Fall 2015
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Appendix D: Interview Protocol
Opening Questions
- Tell me about yourself as a school principal/superintendent.
- How many years have you been in the field of education?
- How long have you served in this position as a principal/superintendent?
- How long have you been serving as a principal/superintendent in a suburban
(an urban) district?
- Have you ever served as a principal/superintendent in an urban (a suburban)
district before?
Central Questions
1. How would you define/describe effective communication with parents?
2. What are the most desired outcomes of effective communication with parents?
3. How can you describe the cultural setting of your school in an urban/suburban area?
4. How does the cultural context of this school setting affect your school-home
communication?
5. What are the barriers that may obstruct effective communication with families?
6. How do you overcome these obstacles?
Sub-question
1. What are the communication strategies you apply to communicate effectively with
parents?
2. Why do you think these strategies are effective?
3. Tell me about the most successful experience of communicating effectively with
parents?
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- What was it?,
- How did it go?, and
- Why do you describe it so?
4. How often do you communicate in-person to your parents? Give examples, please.
5. What are the most common methods you use to communicate with parents? Why?
6. Which of these methods is the most preferred method for you? Why?
7. Which method was the most preferred by your parents? Describe, please.
- Why
- How did you know?
8. Tell me about a successful experience when communicating with parents
- How did it look like?
- Why do you consider it so?
9. Tell me about an disappointing experience when communicating with parents
- How did it look like?
- Why do you consider it so?
10.

What would you do differently if you were to replicate this experience? Why?
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Appendix E:

Percentage distribution of teachers in public elementary and secondary schools, by
race/ethnicity: School years 2003–04 and 2015–16
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Appendix F: Consent Form for Research

IRB
Consent Form for Research
PI Name: Peter Adamy, PhD
Department: Education
Title of Study: Principals’ Perceptions of Effective Communication
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STUDY TITLE
Understanding Principals’ Perceptions of Effective Communication in Suburban and Urban Schools: A
Cross-Case Study
PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATORS
Principal Investigator: Peter Adamy, Ph.D.
Student Investigator: Abdelnasser Hussein

Phone: 401-874-7036
Phone: 316-519-0021

Email: adamy@uri.edu
Email: ahussein@uri.edu

KEY INFORMATION
Important information to know about this research study:
•
•
•
•
•

The purpose of this study is to investigate the perceptions of effective communication with
parents in suburban and urban schools from the perspective of school principals.
If you choose to participate, you will be asked to participate in an individual interview. This will
take approximately 45 minutes - 1 hour.
There are no anticipated risks associated with participation in this study other than sharing your
experiences.
You will be provided a copy of this consent form.
Taking part in this research project is voluntary. You don’t have to participate, and you can stop
it any time.

INVITATION
You are invited to take part in this research study. The information in this form is meant to help you
decide whether or not to participate. If you have any questions, please ask.

Why are you being asked to be in this research study?
You are being asked to take part in a research study because you have a leadership position in your
school/district.

What is the reason for doing this research study?

The purpose of the research study is to investigate the perceptions of effective
communication with parents in suburban and urban schools from the perspective of school
principals. Please read the following before agreeing to be in the study. If you agree to be in this
study, it will take you approximately 45-60 minutes to participate in an individual face-to-face
interview. All interviews will be audio recorded. Recordings will be transcribed using an external
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transcription service (Rev.com). Transcripts will be reviewed several times by the researcher.
Notes will be made about significant words or phrases that emerge and will be used to initially
summarize the content of each participant’s narrative. Questions will be asked about effective
communication strategies applied in your school to communicate with parents. There are no
known risks, benefits or compensation.
What are the possible risks of being in this research study?
There are no known risks to you from being in this research study beyond sharing your experiences.
None of the interview question are highly personal.

What will being in this research study cost you?
There is no cost to you to be in this research study.
How will information about you be protected?
Your responses will be strictly confidential. Reasonable steps will be taken to protect your privacy and
the confidentiality of your study data. The data will be stored electronically through a secure server and
will only be seen by the researcher during the study and for 3 years after the study is complete.
The only persons who will have access to your research records are the study personnel, the
Institutional Review Board (IRB), and any other person, agency, or sponsor as required by law. The
information from this study may be published in scientific journals or presented at scientific meetings
but the data will be reported as group or summarized data and your identity will be kept strictly
confidential.

What are your rights as a research subject?
You may ask any questions concerning this research and have those questions answered before
agreeing to participate in or during the study. For study related questions, please contact the
investigator(s) listed at the beginning of this form.
For questions concerning your rights or complaints about the research contact the Institutional Review
Board (IRB) or Vice President for Research and Economic Development:
• IRB: (401) 874-4328 / researchintegrity@etal.uri.edu.
• Vice President for Research and Economic Development: at (401) 874-4576
The only persons who will have access to your research records are the study personnel, the
Institutional Review Board (IRB), and any other person, agency, or sponsor as required by law. The
information from this study may be published in scientific journals or presented at scientific meetings
but the data will be reported as group or summarized data and your identity will be kept strictly
confidential.
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What will happen if you decide not to be in this research study or decide to stop participating
once you start?
The decision to participate in this study is entirely up to you. You may refuse to take part in the study at
any time without affecting your relationship with the investigators of this study or the University of
Rhode Island (URI). Your decision will not result in any loss of benefits to which you are otherwise
entitled. You have the right not to answer any single question, as well as to withdraw completely from
the survey at any point during the process; additionally, you have the right to request that the
researchers not use any of your responses.

Documentation of informed consent
You are voluntarily making a decision whether or not to be in this research study. Signing this form
means that (1) you have read and understood this consent form, (2) you have had the consent form
explained to you, (3) you have had your questions answered and (4) you have decided to be in the
research study. You will be given a copy of this consent form to keep.
___________________________________
Printed Name of Participant
___________________________________
Signature of Participant

______________________
Date

AUDIO/VIDEO ADDENDUM TO THE CONSENT FORM FOR RESEARCH
By signing this consent form, I confirm that I give my permission for audio recording(s) of me, to be used
for the purposes listed above, and to be kept for 3 years. You may still participate in this study if you are
not willing to be recorded.
___________________________________
Printed Name of Participant
___________________________________
Signature of Participant
___________________________________
Printed Name of Person Obtaining Consent
____________________________________
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent

______________________
Date

_____________________
Date
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